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Commemorative landscapes are spaces that have a symbolic meaning to a group of
people and are often identified by a government or by a local community. These landscapes act
as “symbolic conduits” to both express and legitimize interpretations of the past, though
geographic interpretations are largely limited to the American South and Europe (Alderman and
Dywer 2012). This research seeks to better understand landscapes of commemoration and
memorialization in Nebraska, specifically how memories of the West and pioneers are
constructed and represented within heritage and history institutions. Applying methods in
geography, public history and digital humanities, this research considers both physical and
digital spaces in sense of commemorative places. Critical perspectives are used to deconstruct
common museum exhibit narratives of white supremacy, misogyny, and racism. This thesis
features three case studies: schoolhouse museums primarily present an idealized hyperlocal
world of yesteryear. Digital spaces have become as important as physical ones, particularly in
fostering community support in times of crisis. The majority of museums in the state
commemorate European-American pioneer history, though challenges to these traditional
narratives are becoming more common place.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
The year is 1945. A large family in rural north-central Wisconsin gather around the radio
in their living room, ready to hear the weekly 7:30 pm episode of Lone Ranger. The narrator
starts the opening monologue with his iconic “Hi-Yo, Silver!”, and the children listen as he
describes the week’s adventure of the Lone Ranger and Tonto, as well as dispersal of justice in
the Old West.
The children of our above scene are most likely unfamiliar with the history of the
American West, but through the Lone Ranger, are able to interpret the story of the Western
landscape, and therefore the story of America. Lone Ranger and other forms of Western media
have made their place within American iconography and culture “because they've provided a
reliable vehicle for filmmakers to explore thorny issues of American history and character”
(Agresta 2013). While Agresta speaks from the perspective of a film reviewer, the themes of the
Western genre extend into any retelling of the past, including non-fiction. As such, when one
imagines the rural past today, images of cowboys and Indigenous people like the Lone Ranger
and Tonto, wide open spaces as experienced in their travels, and the “undiscovered” potential of
the land out west are often brought to mind. Furthermore, series like Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little
House on the Prairie— which has had a similar legacy to Lone Ranger in its media depictions—
have had a stronghold on the perception of the American West in the late nineteenth century,
romanticizing and softening stories with a white-washed imperialist gaze and avoiding the rough
and violent truth of history.
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For example, in memories of the not-too-distant rural past, imagined or experienced, a
little red schoolhouse and its young female teacher are frequent specters. The teacher is dressed
modestly in a floor-length skirt of smart calico fabric and a high-necked white muslin blouse,
standing outside the small but tidy schoolhouse, ringing her hand bell to call her students inside
from recess. Her young pupils run in joyful and laughing, and jump into their two-seater wood
and wrought iron desks, ready to learn their three “Rs” (i.e., reading, ‘riting and ‘rithmetic). This
historical image is close to heart, widely considered part of the land’s heritage, in many Plains
communities, especially those that were never urbanized or even suburbanized, despite many
Americans being generations separated from such humble roots. The little one-room
schoolhouse, both mythological and physical, has become a representation of the domesticated
and colonized American West, and is well preserved through literature like the Little House
series, as well as through heritage and history institutions. Other book series, like the Kirsten
Collection of American Girl by Janet Beeler Shaw, Sarah, Plain and Tall by Patricia McLachlan,
The Jumping-Off Place by Marian Hurd McNeely, and Caddie Woodlawn by Carol Ryrie Brink
are also important literary representations of the frontier and settlement of the West and, along
with the Little House series, are frequently given as examples of young readers’ first exposure to
the genre and their constructed perception of the West. While this perception of the past has been
explored in literature and heritage studies, there is a gap in geography scholarship considering
this construction of collective memory, as well as the larger commemoration of the West and
European settlement across the Great Plains, particularly Nebraska.
The perception of “the West” is fluctuating and erratic, at its most basic form referring to
anywhere west of the Mississippi or Missouri rivers and/or even the Atlantic Ocean. In her The
Legacy of Conquest work, Patricia Nelson Limerick argued that the history of the West was “a
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study of a place undergoing conquest and never fully escaping its consequences” (1987, 26-27).
To Limerick, the construction of place in the West was out of European-American settlers’ want
for economic opportunity and dominance on the landscape, which was largely unattainable in the
crowded East. Furthermore, as historian Kendra Taira Field writes in Growing up with the
Country, African American settlers fled out west, especially to Indian territory, for political,
social, and cultural survival from Jim Crow subjugation (2018, 5). So, to many, when individuals
like Horace Greeley called for people to “go West,” it meant “unsettled” country lands to the
west of where one currently was, and a chance at new life and freedom.
The West is also marked by the bloody histories of colonialism and ethnic cleansing.
While the peoples of the Plains and Southwest are the stereotypical image of Western cultural
material, all Indigenous people of North, Central, and South America, as well as the peoples of
the Pacific, were forcibly removed from their lands by Europeans. Many of these lands were also
occupied illegally by European squatters seeking to pre-emptively claim lands; many tribes who
had formally signed treaties promising them territory had their agreements broken. After a group
of American businessmen seeking eventual annexation overthrew the Hawaiian monarchy in
1893, the Hawaiian nationalist newspaper Ka Makaainana urged its readers to contemplate a
future similar to the precedent set by Europeans with North America’s Indigenous people (Chang
2016).
Limerick holds that the creation and separation of the West from the East was important
for the formation of an American identity (1987). People who have been exposed to American
media and were taught American history which minimizes or negates historical fact often have a
perspective of the past which minimizes or negates events of white aggression and cruelty
against other peoples. For example, an ongoing political issue in education has been the role of
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critical race theory in teaching history, particularly in the national Advanced Placement (AP)
United States History course. In 2014, the AP test framework was revised to allow educators to
independently plan their courses outside of rote memorization, but conservatives, particularly
those in Texas, took issue with the test’s focus on the negative parts and minimization of positive
parts of U.S. history (Strauss 2014). More recently, conservatives throughout the country have
introduced bills or passed laws banning the teaching of America’s historical racism, specifically
the use of critical race theory. Anti-racist thought is lambasted as anti-American and abusive
towards white people, but “the larger issue that this is all stemming from is a desire to deny the
truth about America, about racism” (Adams, Smith and Tambe 2021).
While these examples primarily relate to the world of public education, museums and
historical institutions have been navigating similar issues. Museums as a Site for Social Action,
or MASS Action, a collaborative project amongst museums to create public dialogue about
greater equity and inclusion within heritage institutions, found that when museums commented
on the killing of George Floyd in 2020 and condemned racism in U.S. society as a whole, they
did not consider themselves a part of the same overarching structures of racism and prejudice
(2020). The following excerpt describes how racist systems are embedded within the thousands
of heritage organizations and museum institutions throughout America:
In museums, racism and white supremacy have resulted in predominantly white boards,
administrations, professional staff, docents, and volunteers. We continue to center and
celebrate white, straight, cisgender male artists, scientists, leaders, and narratives in
collections, exhibitions, and programming. Further, the practices of white collectors and
interpretations of white curators and academics have historically shaped how these
objects are presented within museums. When museums do display exhibitions centering
BIPOC narratives, it is often done in absence of the internal work required to address
racial equity within their own ranks.
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While it is not fair to label every country museum or historical society as racist and
actively a part of white-washing history, it is entirely appropriate to consider their presentation of
the American West and frontier through a critical lens, as well as what their perception of the
past may be. Many of the museums featured in this research present Western history as rugged
pioneers travelling from the east, Indigenous communities working to process the buffalo hunt,
the Indian wars, and then European-American agrarian democracy. There is some truth to these
stories, but they have been transformed into smoothed out and cleaned versions of a
mythological West which is nostalgic for “better times” in the past. This ideal of the West has
extended past the basic narrative of settler colonialism and produced cultural norms of West
versus East, and settler versus native, the latter which most notably plays out in real life within
the borderlands of the American Southwest but exists in many of the community museums
within Nebraska. As such, the West can exist on any scale from the North American continent to
west of the Appalachian Mountains, past the Mississippi River, or wherever cowboys have
existed at one point in time. The West exists outside of measurable definition and is now
primarily perceived through experience and nostalgia. While scholars have been looking at this
topic in history, literature, and media studies for decades, geographical perspectives have been
largely limited to other heritage regions; this work seeks to bridge this gap of knowledge in the
social sciences.
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Figure 1: Snap the Whip by Winslow Homer (1872). Source: The Metropolitan Museum of
Art.
Romanticism of rural spaces endures. The little one-room schoolhouse is a cultural icon
that has prevailed in American media and imagery. In Nebraska today, it hearkens back to the
time of current residents’ predecessors; many individuals’ grandparents or even parents were
enrolled in these schools before closure and consolidation. Contemporary images of rural life in
the late 1800s show a similar romanticism of rural spaces, as seen in Winslow Homer’s painting
Snap the Whip, depicting a scene of barefoot schoolboys playing in front of a little red
schoolhouse (Figure 1). While some of these sites surely existed at one point or another, the
image has become mythologized to such a degree that it has become the dominant image in
popular media.
The Freeman School at the Homestead National Monument in Beatrice represents this
popular image as well, the site being restored to look as it did in the 1890s, in addition to the
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many museum complexes across Nebraska which feature a one-room school. The schoolhouse
was usually designed to be plain and utilitarian, often painted with lime whitewash, with upkeep
falling to the teacher, students, and administrators (Wyman 1997, 50-1). In most situations,
teachers and students had to make do with poor conditions. For those who taught in soddies, or
homes made of grass and the underlying layer of soil held by its roots, on good weather days,
lessons were often done outdoors, as lighting was always dim inside. Many poor schools lacked
chalkboards or slate, meaning that teachers and students had to make do with sticks and the dirt
on the floor (Theobald 1995, 133-4).
While the physical presence of the schoolhouse is an important part of the rural school
culture, the symbol of the rural school is just as ingrained into the American psyche. It is a
symbol of education on the landscape, as well as a symbol of the agrarian frontier pioneers
(Fuller 1984, 14). As noted by Fuller in “The Country School in the American Mind,” Americans
are not immediately reminded of Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier thesis when viewing
images of classic schoolhouses, but “Turner’s role in shaping our view of our past” is partially
responsible for how we emotionally respond to such imagery (15). As the schoolhouse is an
obvious symbol for education, standardized or not, on the landscape, with Turner’s Frontier
Thesis, it is also a symbol of individualism, self-help, and the simple democracy of early
European-American settlers in rural colonized spaces. Therefore, there is often community
nostalgia around such sites, and passionate backlash when they are threatened, even when the
protesting community was not an enrolled generation. As such, the schoolhouse is a constructed
site of “shared community identity,” which emerged through community cooperation and
support, as well as “the material remains of grass roots investment in the education of children”
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(Beisaw and Baxter 2017, 807). Because of this, schoolhouses were ranked second in importance
only to churches within many communities, and often held gatherings (then and now).
Furthermore, the school was a focal point for community decision-making, with
communities building around the schoolhouse to provide their children with an education (810).
As seen amongst museums in Nebraska, when the school is no longer used for educational
purposes, it often becomes a community museum, and the message of the schoolhouse usually
becomes much broader; common messages of these museums are “school used to be different,”
or something expressing how white pioneers made do with what they had and still managed to
get an education (819). By memorializing the space, community members are able to
commemorate their unique past and view the site and landscape through the lens of ruralism
(824). These commemorative landscapes, however, frequently present a one-sided and whitewashed interpretation of history.
Commemorative landscapes are spaces that have a symbolic meaning to a group of
people and are often identified by a government or by a local community. They are sites where
people are “prompted to reflect on the past, the nation, and their relationship to both” (Brundage
2012). The act of commemoration is to act against fading recollection, and “anchor memories in
space and time,” preserving the stories of the past within the present landscape. However,
according to Brundage’s essay “What Are Commemorative Landscapes?”, “the creation of a
collective memory and commemorative landscapes entails choices” What is and is not
commemorated are purposeful decisions, with the dominant historical narrative often winning.
Landscapes of commemoration act as “symbolic conduits” to both express and legitimize
interpretations of the past (Alderman and Dwyer 2012). This has been well researched within the
United States topic of Confederate commemoration, and the recent discourse surrounding
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statues’ removal in southern spaces. Lacking, however, is such landscape commemoration
research of the Great Plains, including Nebraska, and the construction of the frontier
myth/mythological West.
The Frontier Myth of American history justifies the European colonization of North
America, as the frontier was “a wide-open land of unlimited opportunity for the strong,
ambitious, self-reliant individual to thrust his way to the top” (Slotkin 1973). Many of the
commemorative landscapes in Nebraska involve narratives of the frontier and white domination
of the West: covered wagons, one-room-schoolhouses, and “proving up” homestead claims.
While this past certainly is a part of Nebraska’s history, there are multiple pasts present on this
landscape that are not being represented within the state’s historical institutions, which deserve
greater understanding in geography.
The mythological West is frequently used in reference to Frederick Jackson Turner’s
Frontier Thesis, European development of space west of the Mississippi River and the
subsequent justifications used by colonizers to oust the land’s Indigenous inhabitants. Turner’s
1893 thesis claimed that the frontier was “the meeting point between savagery and civilization”
that “lies at the hither edge of free land” but after Western exploration propelled by ideals of
manifest destiny, as well as encouraging federal land distribution policies, the American frontier
line was effectively complete (Turner 1893). The development of individualistic American
democracy came from the juxtaposition of aristocratic colonial society of the eastern coast with
the “primitive agricultural society” of hard labor on the margins during the first half of the
eighteenth century. The European hunters and trappers were pushing the frontier line west, and
farmers were settled on the new “open” land, and life was dependent upon hard work and
struggle. The establishment of this rough “society” was democratic, self-sufficient, and reliant on
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individualism over communalism, a cultural meme that came to dominate the sense of what the
West was and what it meant to be American. This ideal of the West has extended past the basic
narrative of settler colonialism and produced a false perception of history that excludes this
land’s experiences of terror, violence, and hardship, particularly towards people of color and
women.

Research objectives and questions
Through this research, I seek to better understand landscapes of commemoration and
memorialization in Nebraska, specifically how memories of the West and pioneers are
constructed and represented within heritage and history institutions, such as school-house
museums. Do landscapes of commemoration in Nebraska act as symbolic conduits to express
and legitimize a truthful or romanticized history of Western expansionism and inhabitants of the
land? Furthermore, I seek to better understand how landscapes of commemoration extend across
the state, and if there are outlier sites amongst heritage institutions and how they represent the
West, American expansionism, pioneer immigrants, and the transformation of the land. As this
research concerns constructions of history and memory on the landscape, critical perspectives
including post-structuralist, post-colonialist, and feminist thought, as well as theories in cultural
landscapes are utilized to consider the spatiality of myth and fact, as well as the relationship
between site and stories shared.
● Do landscapes of commemoration in Nebraska act as conduits of Western history? Are
they largely romanticized?
● How do types of landscapes of commemoration extend across the state? Are there any
outliers which stand out on their own?
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● How do critical perspectives on geography and history consider the construction of
history and memory on the landscape?
○ Using critical perspectives, can we identify the spatiality of museums presenting
historical myths in their narratives?
○ Using critical perspectives, what is the relationship between site and story?

Literature review
In doing background research for this work, I sought commentary from cultural
geography, landscape and heritage studies, voices in education, and those who utilized critical,
historical, and qualitative methods in their analysis. Many of the more recent authors cited for
this research combine these fields and research methods, particularly those who work within
commemorative landscapes and memory. This being said, landscapes of commemoration and
memory are not new fields of study. Both have their roots in cultural geography and heritage
studies but, of course, have inspiration from all across the humanities. Within studies of
commemoration, the vast majority of works pertain to Southern US and European landscapes of
slavery and racism, as well as memorialization of violent conflict. Southern academia has
covered issues of white-washed history for the past decade, and even a cursory glance at the
available literature reveals works going back to the late 1990s. In more recent works, the topic of
confederate commemoration has reached the national stage and has started a larger conversation
on the default position of white supremacy within landscapes of memory, so such work is
becoming increasingly important within larger circles, especially when considering landscapes of
the West.
Part of Alderman and Dwyer’s 2012 “Commemorative Landscapes of North Carolina”
project, "A Primer on the Geography of Memory: The Site and Situation of Commemorative
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Landscapes" concerns the interpretation of text and arena within commemorative landscapes
research. Commemorative landscapes can be read as texts to determine who has/had power in the
past, and therefore the power to create historical “fact,” something that can evoke a sense of
security and belonging for some groups and alienate others. As an arena, the location of
commemorative landscapes can serve as platforms for debate in communities, particularly in
competition for control over the area’s dominant interpretation. The article is a great breakdown
of commemorative landscape research as a whole and proves the benefits of analysis within
public history.
Stephen P. Hanna and E. Fariss Hodder’s “Reading the Signs: using a qualitative
Geographic Information System to examine the commemoration of slavery and emancipation on
historical markers in Fredericksburg, Virginia” (2014) discusses the process of utilizing a
qualitative GIS in interpreting landscapes of inequality and racism within commemoration. The
authors looked at Fredericksburg, Virginia’s commemorative landscape of the Civil War, and
what narratives of slavery and emancipation were included on the landscape to better understand
“the most publicly accessible interpretation of this landscape” (510). Through a computer-aided
qualitative geographic information systems (GIS) via content, location, and discourse analysis,
the authors found that the history of slavery and liberation is not well represented on the
landscape, though more recently posted interpretive signs do much better representing the history
of enslaved people and their freedom (526). The authors’ qualitative spatial analysis of the data
inspires the thematic and spatial analysis of my data, and their work as a whole shows the
beneficial relationship between critical geography and GIS.
“Memory, slavery, and plantation museums: the River Road Project” was a special issue
written for Journal of Heritage Tourism concerning the underanalyzation of plantation museum
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experiences, and questioning what factors, actors, and interactions impact the remembering of
slavery at such sites (Alderman, Butler, and Hanna 2016, 211). The River Road Project, a deep
analysis of the four plantation museums along Louisiana’s River Road District, involved
immediately surveying and interviewing visitors after touring the “big house”/slave master’s
residence about their likes, dislikes, and how much the docent emphasized slavery within the
narrative. To further understand the narrative of slavery and the inclusion of the plantation
grounds as a memory landscape, semi-structured interviews with tour docents were conducted as
well as participant observation and content analysis of guided tours. The River Road project
along with other projects of Butler serve as examples of the long-running benefits of partnership
between academia and cultural institutions, and the importance of viewers in interpreting sites;
“the reproduction of memory at these heritage tourism sites is, in part, a negotiation involving
tourists,” an important lesson for any cultural geographers interpreting place (215).
In Creating the West: Historical Interpretations, 1890-1990, Gerald D. Nash analyzes the
changing perception of western historians from the closure of the frontier to 1990, describing
four separate generations of historians and their interpretations of the past (1991). The
construction of the Western myth has differed for every subsequent generation of historian in the
field, varying from myth of rustic democracy, the myth of simple idyllic life, to rejections of
these myths and more critical interpretations of the West. Nash’s separation of Western myths
and the subsequent academic reaction serve as lessons against extremism in re-writing the past,
and a reminder that history is a complex middle ground. While academics now work within New
Western history, it is important to note that lay people who have more constrained research
budgets and intellectual backgrounds interpret within their knowledge set; for museums who put
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forward a idyllic and rustic history of the West, this can represent the era of Western history they
were educated (or their teachers were educated) in, not necessarily wrongdoing.
In their 2007 article “Toward a Geography of Memory: Geographical Dimensions of
Public Memory and Commemoration,” Kenneth E. Foote and Maoz Azaryahu review the
increased fascination towards geographies of public memory and commemoration, as well as the
trending topics in the subfield. There has been growing interest in works concerning the
chronology of commemoration, or the changing generational interpretation of a landscape, what
social and elite groups define commemorative practices, and the dynamic nature of public
memory in updating or removing commemorative features. Museums are a part of the cultural
reproduction of the past through interpretive representation and suggested tour paths to “explain”
a site and validate a version of history and certain memory. While this article is only a review of
the literature, it gives a better understanding of how memories are represented in space and
reproduced through interpretive practices, and depending upon the generation experiencing that
commemorative site, those memories can be shifted in meaning.
Two writers from outside geography who discuss nostalgia for the past and the myth of
the landscape are Jonathan Raban and Kathleen Norris. Raban’s 1996 travelogue Bad Land: An
American Romance explores the landscape of eastern Montana and the story of settlement and
subsequent ruin on the Great Plains. Throughout the book, Raban discusses the issue of nostalgia
for a fake past amongst residents and non-residents, and the historical conditions that have led to
the creation of this myth. The current inhabitants' sense of history on the land and the collective
generational trauma of the land are explored through Raban’s excellent prose and storytelling
ability. Though society has emerged on the Great Plains landscape, it is still a palimpsest dotted
with ruins of the past that are slowly being forgotten and rewritten.
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Norris’s 2001 book Dakota: A Spiritual Geography also pays tribute to the similarly
decaying yet sublime landscape of South Dakota. Like Bad Land, Norris writes about Geography
in a decidedly non-academic way, and tells stories of how the land shapes the history, its people,
and the future. As a "spiritual geography," the author discusses how the land has created
generations of people who hold fast to the idea of "rugged individualism" and reject anything
that reveals cracks in the system, ideas, or people. The people of the land "live in tension
between myth and truth. Are [they] cowboys are farmers?"; this undying subscription towards
the Western myth of self-sustenance is currently killing towns suffering from population and
economic loss (especially after the farm crisis of the 1980s). While insular thinking preserves
small towns to a degree, for many out West, it destroys civilization and progress when
potentially successful newcomers are ostracized out of town. The concept of the physical and
spiritual desert is explored throughout the book from a religious to a physical perspective (e.g.
the barren landscape within geography). All in all, the "sense of planet" of the desert plains has
created a unique type of person, who may be his own downfall. Both Raban and Norris explore
geographies of memory outside of the discipline in accessible ways, and their writing explains
the contemporary impacts of the myth of the West.
Three cultural geographers’ works from the previous century stand as the basis for this
work and much of the field itself. Yi-Fu Tuan’s Space and Place groundbreaking book in
geography and sense of place studies and has a notable amount of illustrations showing the
layout of spaces, people’s mental maps of a place, even the conceptualization of the experience
of space and time. His chapter “Time and Place” gives insights on the role of museums and
historical societies in preserving cultural artifacts and rewriting the narrative of the past.
“When...a people perceive that changes are occurring too rapidly, spinning out of control,
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nostalgia for an idyllic past waxes strong,” an important note to make when interpreting
historical societies archives (1977, 195). He also remarks that “if time is conceived as flow or
movement, then place is pause,” and that “effort to evoke a sense of place and of the past is often
deliberate and conscious [work of the mind]....[which] will annul the past by making it all
present knowledge” (198). Tuan’s work in human and cultural geography serves as a foundation
to much of the later geographers featured in this section, and his reflection on preservation of the
past is important to note for historical societies who “leave out” parts of history.
Donald W. Meinig’s article “The Beholding Eye: Ten Version of the Same Scene”
considers the issue of simply “interpreting the landscape.” As recognized by humanistic and
cultural geographers alike, each individual’s interpretation of the landscape varies from another,
as “any landscape is composed not only of what lies before our eyes but what lies in our heads”
(Meinig 1979, 1). Therefore, our ensuing interpretation of Western spaces, mythical or real, are
subject to individual biases. Within the same view, Peirce Lewis’s guiding article “Axioms for
Reading the Landscape” notifies readers that “all human landscape has cultural meaning, no
matter how ordinary that landscape may be” (1982, 1). With that in mind, even the smallest local
historical society with its intimate community archive is subject to analysis. Lewis’s Axioms can
also yield important insight on how these landscapes of memory and commemoration can be
interpreted. Specifically, in his axiom of cultural unity and landscape equality, “nearly all items
in human landscapes reflect culture in some way,” and no item is more or less important than the
next “in terms of their role as clues to culture” (5).
Within education and literature studies, there have been many researchers who have
looked at the role of educators and country schools on the landscape, demystifying the
schoolmarm and her building. April Beisaw and Jane Baxter recently wrote “America’s One-
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Room Schools: Sites of Regional Authority and Symbols of Local Autonomy, after 1850”
(2017), investigating the creation of social memory around the “little red schoolhouse” and the
contrasting evidence of archeological research against school mythology. They agree with
historians that schoolhouses were sites of grassroots investment in community education and
shared identity, especially because the schoolhouse had multiple uses outside of education,
which extends to today with many schools being turned into museums.
Mary Hurlbut Cordier, an education historian, wrote Schoolwomen of the Prairies and
Plains: Personal Narratives from Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska, 1860–1920s (1992), and “Prairie
Schoolwomen, Mid-1850s to 1920s in Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska” (1988), which are two
sources that have provide a great deal of insight for my analysis on education and female
teachers. In her 1992 book, Cordier uses historical documents to find school women’s “stories”
and understand their personal lives outside of the stereotypes of “heroine of democracy or an
incompetent fool” (1). She uses diary entries and official reports to tell the non-linear story of
education in rural America and gives female school-teachers agency in telling their own stories
of success and turmoil to readers. In her 1988 journal article in Great Plains Quarterly, Cordier
covers many of the same topics with briefer words, but focuses on the teaching conditions of the
period between 1850 and 1920, using student enrollment, census numbers, and teacher salary
amount statistics to quantify her argument to redefine the prairie school woman as a Western
woman fighting for universal public education. Both publications seek to deconstruct the
romanticized image of education on the plains and present a more truthful history.
In her article “A Woman’s Place and the Rural School in the United States” (1990),
Suzanne Clark describes the misogyny developed within the patriarchal education structure, and
how the natural setting of the rural school became associated with women and was inherently
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opposed to the modern setting of the masculine urban and standardized school. This
accompanied the industrialization of the US and subsequent industrialization of education (i.e.
the creation of standardized public education). She also explained the literary depiction of the
innocent and kind female teacher who is but a part of a flawed rural system, and how it was
naturally put against the stern and dominant male teacher. These cultural ideas extend into
today’s perception of the past and the values of historical societies, relating to Tuan’s reflection
on fast societal change, as well as the mythological image of country schools.
Wayne Fuller’s paper “The Country School in the American Mind” (1984) discusses the
two dominant education philosophies in the latter-half of the nineteenth century, those based
around the contrasting ideas expressed in Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis and John
Dewey’s Democracy and Education, in addition to analyzing the Dickensian depictions of male
and female teachers in Western literature. Within this paper, Fuller points out the Turnerian
iconicism of the rural one-room schoolhouse and how it represents pioneer spirit of
individualism and self-help. The current period of school consolidation and governmental
intrusion “tug[s] at our emotions and connect[s] us with our rural roots,” as it is perceived as in
direct opposition to the American Turnerian ideal, juxtaposing the real versus mythologized
West (15).
William Fischel’s chapter “Neither ‘Creatures of the State’ nor ‘Accidents of
Geography’: The Creation of American Public School Districts in the Twentieth Century”
provides an economic perspective to rural phenomena of school consolidation, as well as the
impact of age-graded schools on the rural landscape (2009). Challenging many other historians’
views of rural school consolidation, Fischel argues that consolidation was not as viciously
opposed as previously argued, as consolidation occurred during the decline of rural populations,
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the development of American road infrastructure, and the creation of demand for high school
populations. This is important to note as the overwhelming majority of schoolhouse museums are
presented as period installations, usually of the late 1800s and early 1900s.

Methodology and data sources
For the methods and acquisition of my data, I sought to integrate my digital humanities
training in considering the accessibility of museum data and information. As such, I downloaded
my initial list of museums and historical sites from Wikipedia (“List of museums in Nebraska”
2021). While using Wikipedia as a scholarly source is widely considered a cardinal sin, I used it
as a jumping-off point for my base dataset and verified its information using Visit Nebraska, the
official tourism site for the state, as well as museum websites as official primary sources. In the
essay “Wikipedia:Academic use,” the editors call for readers to criticize their sources, verify any
information with an authoritative source and to use encyclopedia articles as only a starting point
for research (2021). As such, for the purposes of this thesis, Wikipedia was used to form the
skeleton of my dataset. I cross-referenced its information and links with VisitNebraska.com and
Google and removed museums from the list that were not related to the history of the West (e.g.,
art museums, racecars). From the cleaned list, I identified one-hundred-eighty-six museums and
museum complexes and reviewed shared digital content and social media posts to determine
their general historical theming. This content and thematic analysis yielded fifteen unique
themes: agriculture, art, business, conflict, education, environment, historically marginalized
groups, government, literary, local, military, mixed, pioneer, technology, and Wild West.
Categorization of these general museum themes was influenced by primary stories and
interpretive designs of museum media, e.g., does this museum feature the history of agriculture
as its primary interpretation of Nebraska history, or is it a thread of a larger general local story?
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Further spatial analysis was inspired by Hanna and Hodder’s article “Reading the signs.”
Additionally, from this processed spreadsheet of data, I further separated museums and museum
complexes which featured a schoolhouse in their interpretation of the past, as well as museums
of particular interest which deserved deeper case study analysis (aside from being a
schoolhouse). I ended up with thirty-eight schoolhouse buildings and museums, as well as
sixteen museums that were outliers from other sites in the state. Each of these selected groupings
became chapter case studies, with further content and critical analysis of site interpretation based
on previous and current voices in geography, public history, museum studies, and digital
humanities.

Next chapters findings
This thesis is divided into four chapters. Chapter two provides a broader examination of
the spatiality of museum themes, looking broadly at the entire data set of museums and their
featured content. Chapter three explores the history of education on the plains and the affiliated
construction of the one-room schoolhouse as a cultural icon on the landscape, featuring an
analytical comparison of ten schoolhouse sites from across the state and the stories they share.
Chapter four examines the role and coverage of historic preservation in the state, including
digital preservation, questioning what sites have been preserved and examining the online
presence of heritage institutions throughout the state. Chapter five discusses frequent concepts of
mythologization within museums’ presentation of the past, while exploring the major themes of
museum collections in Nebraska, considering the digital and physical presentation of selected
museums’ thematic coverage. The concluding chapter polishes off the work by providing a
synopsis of the findings at large.
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CHAPTER TWO
THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF NEBRASKA’S MUSEUMS AND HISTORICAL SITES

I can remember what kinds of museums stuck out to me as a young child. I used to love
going to the Betty Brinn Children’s Museum in Milwaukee, as there was an interactive exhibit
where a child could pick apples from a tree. The apples were painted foam and affixed to a fake
tree with Velcro tape but, after nearly twenty years, I still remember that experience. Another
fond memory is visiting the Schlitz Audubon Nature Center on Lake Michigan. The guides hiked
us out to a beach and had us “excavate” trilobite fossils and animal figurines. The sand was cold,
and my knees got wet kneeling on the beach, but I had never before seen a fossil! For other
school field trips, we visited the Milwaukee Public Museum with its amazing natural and local
history displays and were transported back in time at Old World Wisconsin in Eagle. These
museums all had a distinct theme to their interpretation of the past, which subsequently shaped
visitors’ experience and gleaned knowledge.
The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the themes that Nebraska museums present. Can
knowing the dominant topic of a given museum tell us about the landscape it inhabits in the
state? If so, how does this compare and contrast to other thematic landscapes in Nebraska’s
museums? To reiterate beginning methodologies, in my primary spreadsheet of 186 museums
that featured Western themes (e.g., agriculture, frontier settlement, railroads), I identified the
general interpretive themes of each site outside of the original types listed on the raw list
acquired from Wikipedia. for ease of analysis. Of the museums featuring western history, I
identified fifteen additional historical themes: agriculture, art, business, conflict, education,
environment, government, historically marginalized groups, literary, local, military, mixed,
pioneer, technology, and Wild West. These represent the main type of historical information
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presented by the museum; for instance, Agate Fossil Beds National Monument primarily focuses
on the environmental history of the region, such as archeological finds and physical geography.

General state analysis

Figure 2.1. Pie graph distribution of museum themes showing the two largest groups’ values and
percentages.

As seen in Figure 2.1, The largest thematic group is “local” museums, with sixty-eight
entries which feature primarily local or regional histories related to a specific town, county, or
landscape. “Pioneer” themed museums follow with forty-six data entries, defined as museums
which focus on the history of white settlers coming to the region. Because of this more general
category, many museum sites included in the local group can be classified as either community
or county historical societies. As will be explored in Chapter 4’s digital footprint analysis, many
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of these local museums have un-updated websites or a complete lack of social media, so it is
difficult to efficiently gauge a theme past its VisitNebraska’s descriptive text.

Figure 2.2. Qualitative map of museum locations, with different colors representing type of museum.
Created by the author.

Plotting every location of the 186 museums in the state, there is understandably a
significant east-west difference in location, as seen in Figure 2.2. The eastern half of the state is
simply more populated, and therefore has more museums. There is a greater tendency towards
clustering in the eastern half of the state as well, as opposed to in the west. This potentially
points to transportation networks across the landscape, as while not pictured, the eastern half of
the state has a denser coverage of state highway access as compared to the west. Transportation
networks are not a topic of this thesis, but access to potential museum patrons impacts all aspects
of a museum's organizational and educational structure, so it warrants mentioning. Similar to
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future chapters’ visualizations of museums and historical sites, the museums that are located in
rural areas are nearly all located on major highways, pointing to the importance of busy roads in
bringing paying patrons.
For ease of viewing, I produced cartographic views of either half of the state to better
show the distribution of thematic museums. To simplify this type of spatial analysis throughout
this thesis, for ease of a “east”/“west” split, I use US 183, which runs north-south between
Lexington in Dawson County and Kearney in Buffalo County. In specific thematic
visualizations, depending upon the distribution of sites, an eastern-only view was employed, in
addition to inset maps of certain hot spots, to provide more detailed spatial context. All wide
views include the United States highway and interstate system, and for further reference, inset
maps include the Nebraska state highway roads.

Regional cluster analyses
Starting with the western half of the state, only ten out of fifteen themes are present. The
majority of sites (twenty-three) are categorized as “local,” eighteen of which are located along
interstate highways, as seen in Figure 2.3. The next biggest group is “pioneer,” with eleven sites
throughout the region. All but four museums are located within five miles to the nearest
interstate, though all four are connected to state highways. The white and lime green dots
representing mixed and local museums respectively stand out on the map. They noticeably sit
apart from many other museums in the area, or even find themselves the sole museum in a
county. As will be discussed later in the chapter, these museums are often community historical
societies and, in rural areas, are the primary institutional stewards of local history.
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Figure 2.3. Qualitative map of museum locations in Western Nebraska, with different colors
representing type of museum. Created by the author.

North Platte - Lincoln County
● Lincoln County Historical Museum; “mixed;”
● Cody Park Railroad Museum; “pioneer;”
● Buffalo Bill Ranch State Park; “Wild West;”
● Fort Cody Trading Post; “Wild West;”
Highlighted by the inset map are four museums which are located within a three-mile
area of one another in North Platte. Two of these museums feature Buffalo Bill, who lived in the
city, in their interpretations of the area and region, albeit to different perspectives. Buffalo Bill
Ranch State Park is the historical property of William F. Cody’s Nebraska home where he raised
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cattle and horses. Fort Cody Trading Post is a highway tourist attraction at its heart, displaying
mechanized art of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show and the history of the site. Named after the
famous man, the Cody Park Railroad Museum showcases vintage locomotives and railroad
memorabilia. Lincoln County Historical Museum diverges from these thematically focused sites
and displays a wide variety of historical material from the North Platte military canteen to
natural history.

Kearney - Buffalo and Kearney County
● G.W. Frank Museum; “business;”
● Fort Kearney State Historical Park; “pioneer;”
● Great Platte River Road Archway Monument in Buffalo County; “pioneer;”
● Trails & Rails Museum; “pioneer;”
Another cluster area of museums is located at the border of these two counties. The G.W.
Frank Museum is an architecturally valuable property which housed the gilded age Frank family
as well as a tuberculosis hospital. Fort Kearny, just across the Platte River in Kearney County, is
a restored military fort which protected those traversing the Overland Trail, Pony Express riders,
and others seeking their fortunes out west. Spanning over I-80, the Great Platte River Road
Archway Monument has multiple exhibits on how and what pioneers may have experienced as
they traveled to the west. Another museum which looks at transportation history in their
reflection of the pioneers, in addition to the settlement of Kearney, is the Trails & Rails Museum,
which is the primary museum of the Buffalo County Historical Society.
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Figure 2.4. Qualitative map of museum locations in Eastern Nebraska, with different colors
representing type of museum. Created by the author.

28

In the eastern half of the state, seen in Figure 2.4, clustering of sites is more frequent
than in the western half of the state. Hot spots are the area highlighted in the inset map of
Nebraska City in Otoe County, in addition to those in Lincoln in Lancaster County, Omaha in
Douglas County, and Jefferson County. These clusters each represent several different categories
of museum. Three different thematic types of museums are located in Omaha, seven in Lincoln
and Nebraska City, and four in Jefferson County.

Omaha - Douglas County
● Nebraska School for Deaf Museum; “education;”
● Great Plains Black History Museum; “historically marginalized group;”
● Bank of Florence Museum; “pioneer;”
● Durham Museum; “pioneer;”
● Florence Depot; “pioneer;”
● Florence Mill; “pioneer;”
● General Crook House Museum; “pioneer;”
● Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail Headquarters and Visitor Center; “pioneer;”
● Mormon Trail Center; “pioneer;”
When driving from the east to the west along I-80, Omaha is the first Nebraska city one
comes across. Drivers are immediately greeted by the antique locomotives atop the hill at
Kenefick Park. With its history as the site of the Mormon Winter Quarters and multiple pioneer
trading posts, Omaha contains seven pioneer-focused museums. as well as being located near
Fort Atkinson in Washington County, it is not surprising that seven out of nine museums
featuring Western history have a pioneer-focus. Four sites are in Florence, one of the oldest
communities in Nebraska with the Bank of Florence being the oldest bank in the state (Historic
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Florence 2022). The Florence Depot, while not the first depot in the state, became a major
commuter and shipping location for the city when it opened in 1888. The Florence Mill and
Mormon Trail Center are both associated with Mormon Winter Quarters, with the mill
containing the only structural remains from the Mormon pioneers’ temporary settlement. Also in
Omaha are the Nebraska School for the Deaf Museum and the Great Plains Black History
Museum, both of which stand out regionally as notable museum sites.

Lincoln - Lancaster County
● Great Plains Art Museum; “art;”
● International Quilt Study Center & Museum; “art;”
● University of Nebraska State Museum; “environment;”
● Nebraska Governor's Mansion; “government;”
● Thomas P. Kennard House; “government;”
● American Historical Society of Germans From Russia Cultural Heritage Research Center;
“historically marginalized group;”
● Nebraska State Historical Society; “local;”
● Museum of Nebraska History; “mixed;”
● Lester F. Larsen Tractor Museum; “technology;”
Given its designation as the capital of Nebraska, Lincoln’s many museums are
internationally known historical institutions. The American Historical Society of Germans From
Russia Cultural Heritage Research Center is the largest repository of information about Germans
from Russia in the Western Hemisphere (AHSGR n.d.). Furthermore, two of nine featured
museums in Lincoln are related to governmental history. Thomas P. Kennard House once
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belonged to the first Secretary of State for Nebraska, and the Governor’s Mansion naturally
covers the history of such elected officials and the building itself.
As a notable tourist destination and a city with a Big Ten University, Lincoln has a
diverse set of museums. Three museums are managed through the University: the Great Plains
Art Museum is operated by the university’s Center for Great Plains Studies, the State Museum
acts as “an active University-based research [facility],” and the Larsen Tractor Test and Power
Museum interprets the rich agricultural and technological history of the University (University of
Nebraska State Museum n.d.; University of Nebraska-Lincoln n.d.).
Lincoln also has two of the three Nebraska art museums included in this analysis: the
Great Plains Art Museum and the International Quilt Study Center & Museum.
It must be noted that the Museum of Nebraska History is run by the State Historical
Society, which itself is included in the analysis, but the Museum is a public facing learning
institution while the Society is primarily research-based and private in nature. As someone who
once walked around the State Historical Society looking at the pictures displayed on their walls,
multiple individuals asked me if I had an appointment or any questions for the employees, so
while it is a public building, it does not have the same interaction level as a museum.

Nebraska City - Otoe County
● Civil War Veterans Museum at the G.A.R. Memorial Hall; “conflict;”
● Arbor Day Farm; “environment;”
● River Country Nature Center; “environment;”
● Taylor-Wessel-Bickel-Nelson House; “local;”
● Arbor Lodge State Historical Park and Arboretum; “mixed;”
● Mayhew Cabin & Historic Village; “pioneer;”
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● Missouri River Basin Lewis & Clark Interpretive Trail & Visitors Center; “pioneer;”
● Kregel Windmill Museum; “technology;”
● Old Freighters Museum; “technology;”
For a city of just over 7,000 people, Nebraska City has a diverse array of museums and
historical sites. Being located just over fifty miles from Lincoln and nearly forty-four miles away
from Omaha, Nebraska City finds itself as the apex of the triangular region. Thus, it is
completely reasonable that this small city has a similar population of museums and historic sites
compared to the big metropolitan areas. Seven of these museums, excluding the Arbor Day Farm
and the Lewis & Clark Interpretive Center, are a part of the Nebraska City Museum Association.
Three of these museums concern the history of the city and region starting in the 1850s when the
land was named Nebraska Territory. Mayhew Cabin and John Brown’s Cave are a historic stop
on the Underground Railroad, the only one in Nebraska, formed during the period of violent
conflicts over the abolition of slavery. In steep aesthetic and thematic comparison, the TaylorWessel-Bickel-Nelson House was originally the historic home of attorney, politician, and
financier William Taylor, who built the house in the same decade (LASR.net n.d.). The Old
Freighters Museum had its start at the same time period as well, covering the history of
freighting and shipping and how the city transformed into a shipping port. Just outside of this
time period, the Civil War Veterans Museum commemorates the veterans on both sides of the
War, acting as the only Civil War museum in Nebraska.
Given its proximity to the Missouri River and the landscape it has produced, four of the
museums in the city interpret the local environment. Arbor Day Farm and Arbor Lodge State
Park are a part of the same complex and explore the history and legacy of Arbor Day throughout
the grounds. River Country Nature Center was once a taxidermy art studio and has developed
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into a natural science learning and research center for local wildlife. Finally, the Lewis & Clark
Interpretive Trail & Visitors Center shows visitors patrons what the Missouri river basin looked
like before European-Americans settled in the region, particularly the natural flora and fauna.

Jefferson County
● Diller Bank Building Museum; “local;”
● Fairbury City Museum; “local;”
● District 10 School; “pioneer;”
● Rock Island Depot Railroad Museum; “pioneer;”
● Steele City museums; “pioneer;”
● Smith Lime Kiln; “technology;”
● Rock Creek Station State Historical Park; “Wild West;”
Jefferson County is not a populous county. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, its
2021 population is estimated to have been just over 7,000 people, similar to Nebraska City.
Fairbury, a common name in this cluster list, represents nearly 4,000 people in that number, in
addition to four museums on this list. The independently managed Fairbury City Museum
displays exhibits on the city’s history, people, business, and events within the former elementary
school (Fairbury n.d.). The city also has a state historical park; Rock Creek Station memorializes
the bloody history of gunfighter “Wild Bill” Hickok, as well as Pony Express History, frequent
themes in “Wild West” museums and sites.
Five of these museums are managed by the Jefferson County Historical Society. Three
are categorized as “pioneer.” The District 10 School, also known as the School on the Oregon
Trail, represents their history as a country one-room school and location on Oregon and Pony
Express trails (Jefferson County History n.d.). The community of Steele City has preserved
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multiple historical properties, such as a working blacksmith shop and the local high school, as a
part of their historic Steele City museums. Rock Island Depot Railroad Museum features the
history of the depot and railroads but focuses on Fairbury as the headquarters for Rock Island
trains and the role of the community in keeping the trains running. Aside from pioneer history,
similar to industry history, the Smith House and Lime Kiln interpret the “technology” history of
the lime industry and its role in construction. Diller Bank, a “local” museum, displays history
and artifacts from the community’s past, in addition to interpreting the history of the bank itself.

Individual thematic group analyses
Subdividing 186 items into fifteen groups did not result in an equal distribution of
museums; group numbers ranged from as small as two to as large as sixty-eight. Given the
variance in group unit numbers, smaller groups will have full coverage of each included
historical institution to connect each one to their categorized theme, while larger groups will
have more general analyses focusing on trends in featured historical content. As the largest
groups are “local,” “mixed,” and “pioneer,” many notable museums in these categories will have
deeper coverage in future chapters, so metering their level of analysis allows greater depth into
less common themes and unfeatured museums. Of these specified types, groups either have no
remarkable spatial relationship with one another or cluster towards population centers. In
addition to this, five of the theme groups categories are only found in the eastern half of the state,
specifically near metropolitan areas like Lincoln, Omaha, and Nebraska City.
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Figure 2.5. Map of agricultural museum locations. Created by the author.

Starting with “agricultural” museums, only two museums were categorized as such, and
were located across the state as visualized in Figure 2.5. These museums were the Tri-State Old
Time Cowboys Memorial Museum in Gordon, Sheridan County, and Wessels Living History
Farm in York, York County. This is not to say that these are the only museums in Nebraska
which cover agricultural history, but that it is their primary historical focus. For example, while
the Larsen Tractor Museum in Lincoln distinctly features agriculture in its interpretation of
Nebraska and University history, the museum arose out of an institution based on the testing and
improvement of agricultural technologies, signaling its thematic designation.
Tri-State Old Time Cowboys Memorial Museum is in Gordon’s Winship Park. The
building, constructed in 1969, is designed to resemble a false-front commercial building. The
museum acts as a “testimonial to the rugged western life of the old time cowboys” (Sheridan
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County Tourism Board n.d..). Inside, the museum has exhibits on ranching, cowboy relics, and
other agricultural tools and gear. The museum has an official Facebook page with no posts,
though visitors have posted their own photos and written their experiences on the page wall. (Tristate Old Time Cowboy’s Museum 2021). While this museum features the Old West and
Cowboys in its interpretation of the past, its exhibits pertaining to agricultural technologies and
ranching history put it in this category instead of “Wild West.”
Wessels Living History Farm is located in York and the site features David Wessels’ old
house, a donated barn, granary, one-room schoolhouse and working gardens on the grounds.
Wessels, a local farmer, “left a large portion of his estate to the York Community Foundation”
upon his passing in 1993, directing the Foundation to develop a living history farm with
agricultural education (York Community Foundation n.d.). The museum also developed an
educational website on the history of farming and Nebraska, which has been recognized as an
invaluable online resource for humanities education by the National Endowment for the
Humanities. The grand opening of the farm was in 2005 and is a “living project” to reflect the
evolving role of agriculture worldwide (Wessels Living History Farm n.d.). This museum will be
featured in following chapters for further analysis.
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Figure 2.6. Map of art museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

There are three “art” themed museums in this study, as visualized in Figure 2.6, with one
located in Butler County and two in the Lincoln metro of Lancaster County. While these are not
the only art museums in the state, it was difficult to include art museums within the topical focus
of this thesis. Looking through their exhibited pieces, the following three museums each feature
works of art related to the history and landscape of the American West and Great Plains. In
addition to showcasing and preserving valuable works of art, these museums are also nationally
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recognized institutions bringing artists and teachers from across the country and world to display
and discuss their works. Ultimately, these museums foster the continued interpretation of the
Great Plains’ landscape through mixed media, including paint, charcoal, fabric, thread, and
words. The Museum of Nebraska Art, an institution dedicated to displaying art by Nebraskan
artists who interpreted the landscapes of the state, was unintentionally excluded from this
analysis. The Museum has been closed since November 1, 2021, for an extensive renovation
project and is scheduled to open in 2023 (MONA 2021).
Bone Creek Museum of Agrarian Art is in David City and “is the nation’s only
exclusively agrarian art museum presenting art that connects people to the land… [celebrating]
the heritage and current themes of rural and farm life” (Bone Creek Museum of Agrarian Art
n.d.). The museum was founded in 2007 and is now an internationally recognized museum of art.
In April 2022, the museum featured a collection of paintings by Wendy Hall, based out of
Ashland, who has illustrated scenes from excerpts the homesteading diary of Hall’s greatgrandmother in law. The museum’s following exhibition showcased four agrarian artists under
forty years old from across the country.
Great Plains Art Museum opened in 1981 in Lincoln and is a part of the Center for Great
Plains Studies. “The mission of the Great Plains Art Museum is to collect, preserve, research,
and interpret the art and literature of the Great Plains region,” in addition to fostering continued
study and appreciation “of the history and creative spirit of the Great Plains of North America''
(Center for Great Plains Studies n.d.). The museum’s permanent collection houses a wide variety
of art and literature related to Great Plains history as well as two separate bronze sculptures
depicting the expedition party of Lewis and Clark and a pioneer woman. In addition to featuring
works of art and literature of Great Plains History, the museum and Center for Great Plains
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Studies have committed to “increasing the representation of Native artists in their collections,
exhibitions, and educational programs;” Contemporary Indigeneity, part of this initiative, invites
a panel of indigenous curators to review and select submitted works based on aesthetic merit and
contribution to the field of Native art (Center for Great Plains Studies n.d.). The 2022 selection,
on exhibition from April 1 through August 20, is the fourth iteration in this series.
The International Quilt Study Center & Museum in Lincoln is located just under three
miles away from the Great Plains Art Museum. Its mission “is to build a global collection and
audience that celebrate the cultural and artistic significance of quilts,” and currently it holds the
world’s largest publicly held quilt collection (International Quilt Museum n.d.). The study center
was established in 1997 with a 1000-quilt-donation to the University of Nebraska—Lincoln
(“UNL”) from Ardis and Robert James, though originally the Center operated out of UNL’s East
Campus. In 2008, the Center moved to a 37,000-square-foot building through funding from the
University of Nebraska Foundation and a gift from the James family. While the museum’s
collection features pieces and stories from across the globe, its collection of American quilts
showcase both regional variations of artistry and interpretations of Western history, such as
Reconciliation Quilt, an interpretation of the “racial, social and economic diversity of the years
immediately following the end of the Civil War, as well as images of [the creator’s] Brooklyn
neighborhood.” (International Quilt Museum n.d.).
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Figure 2.7. Map of business museum locations in Nebraska . Created by the author.

In a stereotypical western town, it is easy to imagine the types of businesses present on a
Main Street. A blacksmith is always needed to make horseshoes, and the tavern acts as the local
watering hole and gambling parlor. In Nebraska, the “business” group also only had three
categorized museums, located in Holt, Buffalo, and Keith counties as shown in Figure 2.7.
While there are few entries in this category, these historical properties represent businesspeople
in the region who took part in area and regional commerce, or historically important businesses
to a community. Their association with Western history may seem limited, but successful
businesses in a town could act as an anchor for an entire community, facilitating the flow of
cash, goods and services within an entire region. Other business-type museums exist in the state
but are frequently tied in with a more dominant theme, such as technology, pioneer, or local-type
history.
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The George W. Frank House is in Kearney and managed by the University of Nebraska—Kearney. The house was built in 1890 to be the home of “capitalists” George and Phoebe
Frank, who were a part of the boom era brought about by westward expansion after the Civil
War (G.W. Frank Museum n.d.). Architecturally, the house represents the Richardsonian
Romanesque style, and no expense was spared when sourcing materials for construction. The
first floor of the museum is set up to look as it did in the family’s residence, and the second floor
interprets the home’s history as a tuberculosis hospital after the Frank family left. This museum
has been categorized in this theme group because of its association with the booming Gilded Age
of American history, as well as its role as a specialized state hospital.
Mansion on the Hill, also known as the Leonidas A. Brandhoefer Mansion, was built in
Ogallala in 1887 (Mansion on the Hill n.d.). Brandhoefer was a businessman who operated
Spring Canyon Ranch in the North Platte Valley, shipping cattle and hogs across the Great
Plains, as well as a local supermarket. He built the house before selling the property to the
McWilliams family, who were the first to live in the building in 1888. Hugh McWilliams was
president of the Keith County Bank and a practicing lawyer in the area. The family lived in the
house until 1890, McWilliams sold the bank and moved to Omaha to set up another legal
practice (Mansion on the Hill n.d.).
White Horse Heritage Village and Museum in Stuart presents, in large part, the history of
a horse breeding and training ranch located near Naper in Boyd County. Caleb Thompson and
his brother Hudson began their business in the early thirties breeding Morgan-Arabian white
horses, though this partnership dissolved when Caleb married Ruth E. Hackenberg in 1936
(Naper Nebraska n.d.). The couple incorporated the American Albino Horse Club in 1937 to
register their new breed of horses. The Ranch opened a training and riding school in 1938 for
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underprivileged children, learning horsemanship and training in exchange for helping maintain
the grounds. After Caleb passed away in 1963, Ruth dispersed much of the herd and leased out
the ranch to be near her sisters in Oregon, passing away in 1990. Posthumously, Ruth was
awarded the Western Heritage Award by the National Cowgirl Hall of Fame. The museum is
only open on certain holidays and by appointment (Naper Nebraska n.d.).

Figure 2.8. Map of conflict museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.
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Only two museums were categorized as “conflict” themed, located in Otoe and Nemaha
counties, visualized in Figure 2.8. While other sites include military history as a part of their
interpretation, many intertwine this history with pioneer and European settlement of the area and
state. Another thematic group in this study is “military,” which shares similar historical topics
with the museums of this group, but its thematic separation comes from both the specificity of
what conflict is being highlighted and if the museum spans over multiple periods of conflict.
The Captain Bailey House is managed by the Brownville Historical Society and was
named after its original owner who was a captain during the Civil War (Brownville Historical
Society n.d.). The site is a historical house set up to look as it did during the Bailey family’s
residence. The building is also rumored to be haunted by Captain and Mrs. Bailey, who were
possibly poisoned by a jealous neighbor. This rumored cause of death is a major advertising
point of visiting the museum, and part of the unconventional theme designation, which is another
reason for a separate category between conflict and military (Brownville Historical Society n.d.).
The other museum is the Civil War Veterans Museum at the Grand Army of the Republic
(GAR) Hall in Nebraska City. This GAR Hall is one of four remaining in the state, and the
specific site is the only Civil War Museum in the state (The Civil War Veterans Museum 2021).
GAR was an organization of Union veterans, who chartered posts across the country in the years
following the Civil War. Comrades met regularly at their post’s hall, supported needy veterans,
war widows and orphans through charity funds, and encouraged national unity in a post-Civil
War society (Library of Congress 2001).
This museum falls into the “conflict” category because of this specific period, as opposed
to the other GAR Hall in the state which is a more general veterans museum. The GAR Hall “is a
reminder to us and to our children of the presence of Civil War veterans in Nebraska City and the
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role they played in the growth of the community, state and nation after the war.” (The Civil War
Veterans Museum 2021). The website has undergone a massive update during the span of this
thesis research. At the start of doing this work, there was no official website or active social
media for the historical site, but new website construction began in Summer 2021, and was
finalized by the time I returned to double-check my website case-study information in the spring
of 2022.

Figure 2.9. Map of education museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

Only two museums were categorized as “education” themed, with both on either side of
the state as shown in Figure 2.9. The Nebraska School for Deaf Museum is located in Omaha
and is managed by the National Park Service (“NPS”). The historical site is associated with the
controversial history of banning sign language education in schools for the deaf, as well as the
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rebellion of its students against such policies (NPS 2021). The school was open from 1869 to
1998, with the ban on using sign language in Nebraska classrooms lasting from 1911 to 1977
(NPS 2021).
The Rock School House Museum is located in Oshkosh and is operated by the Garden
County Historical Society. The school was open from 1905 to 1914 and was a multi-functional
community building before being rented as a private residence (Visit Garden County n.d.). The
historical society uses the structure to display various memorabilia, though half of the building is
set up to look like a turn-of-the-century schoolhouse (Visit Garden County n.d.).
As will be explored in later chapters, there are more than two historical school museums
in the state of Nebraska, but most are a part of a larger historical complex and not a standalone
museum. This will be explored in the following chapter’s case study about one-room
schoolhouses. The Nebraska School of the Deaf will not be featured in the case study as it is a
twenty-three-acre academic campus, and while the Rock School does qualify for further analysis,
it finds itself in this group because it is a standalone school-house museum with dedicated hours.
Other schoolhouse museums have been categorized otherwise as they are usually buildings that
have been moved to a more central location on the grounds of an area historical society, and
therefore share their narratives with the larger complex, often falling within the “pioneer,”
“mixed,” or “local” groupings. Furthermore, as these one-room schoolhouses are frequently
visited by local fourth graders’ “Pioneer Day” field trips, the overall tour and historical content
primarily feature lessons on differences in public education from then to now, or ultimately have
a preservation focus. This study will be further discussed in the following chapter.
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Figure 2.10. Map of environment museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

Five museums were classified as “environment” themed, located in Sioux, Keith,
Lancaster, and Otoe counties. These museums primarily feature natural history in their
interpretation of the land, displaying geological, archaeological, paleontological, and botanical
exhibits. As visualized in Figure 2.10, the two museums in Otoe County, Arbor Day Farm and
River Country Center, are only two miles away from one another, though they cover different
local histories.
Agate Fossil Beds National Monument is located in Harrison and is the furthest west of
these museums. The site is managed by NPS and features both the paleontological and
indigenous history of the area. This site will be featured in a later chapter for deeper analysis.
Arbor Day Farm is in Nebraska City and includes Arbor Lodge State Historical Park and
Mansion, which was the site of the first American Arbor Day in 1872 (Arbor Day Farm n.d.).
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Historically, Arbor Day in Nebraska was a huge state effort to plant trees to change the
landscape of the hot and windy prairie. Trees would act as windbreaks to keep topsoil in place
and add shade to the land, in addition to creating native-grown building material instead of
relying on logs shipped from the northern forests (Arbor Day Foundation n.d.). Today, Arbor
Day is internationally celebrated, and the nonprofit organization uses environmental education to
teach the benefits of trees and preserving forests. At the farm, the grounds feature nature and
orchard walking paths, an exceptional tree-themed playground, and historical buildings. While
the physical site is also attached to the Arbor Lodge State Historical Park, the overall complex
falls within the environmental theme group due to its association with an important
environmental holiday and nonprofit (Arbor Day Foundation n.d.).
River Country Nature Center is in Nebraska City, approximately two miles away from
the Arbor Day Farm. The Center originally started as Naturecraft Taxidermy Studios in 1967,
opened by Joe Voges to develop his art and scientific passion full time (River Country Nature
Center n.d.). The city of Nebraska City provided free space on the second floor of the Nebraska
City Fire Hall in 1975, and the Center remained there until 2005 when a more accessible new
space on the same street was renovated. The renovation added interactive exhibits, a reference
library, and natural sciences classroom to better serve visitors and the community. Their website
also has a “resources” section which discusses their motivation to develop lesson videos, field
workshops, and distance learning classes, though it is unclear when these resources will be
available, as their most recently dated social media post is from August 2019 (River Country
Nature Center n.d.).
Petrified Wood Gallery is in Ogallala and displays ancient wood and fossils materials in
addition to indigenous artifacts. The artifacts were collected by Harvey and Howard Kenfield,
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brothers who moved to the area in the 1950s, and the collection was donated to the Western
Nebraska Community Foundation in 2000 (Petrified Wood Gallery n.d.). The gallery also holds
area art shows and displays pieces on loan from around the world. As seen on their active
Facebook page, the gallery hosted the virtual Youth Art Month Art Show for March 2022 and
featured on-loan pieces like indigenous art and regalia from Kearney-based priest and activist
Father Art Faesser and local artists like Mary Hasenauer (Petrified Wood & Art Gallery 2021).
There are inherent issues of white-owned organizations collecting and displaying art made by
indigenous people. As this site is part gift-shop, part-gallery, and part-museum, it is difficult to
ascertain what interpretation or additional information of items is provided to visitors, if any at
all. Furthermore, any relationship with communities whose artifacts are displayed in this gallery
is not disclosed, and looking at their Facebook page, there is no history of featured indigenous
artists posted on their feed.
The University of Nebraska State Museum is located in Lincoln and is part of the
University of Nebraska—Lincoln. The museum has four floors, the fourth being the most
recently renovated after being closed to the public for fifty years. According to the museum, it is
objective is to “[promote] discovery in natural science, [foster] scientific understanding and
interpretation of the Earth…, and [enhance] stewardship of the natural and cultural heritage of
Nebraska…” (University of Nebraska State Museum of Natural History n.d.). The first floor of
the museum features exhibits about the biodiversity of the state, the second-floor details
Nebraska’s paleontological history, the third floor explores the evolution of Nebraska’s
landscape and inhabitant creatures, and the new fourth floor celebrates the state’s natural heritage
from the first peoples to modern day.
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Figure 2.11. Map of historically marginalized group museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the
author.

Six sites categorized as “historically marginalized group” museums are in Knox, Nance,
Lancaster, Douglas, Dakota, and Thurston counties (Figure 2.11). These museums focus on the
history of historically marginalized ethnic groups who settled in the United States and Nebraska.
Interestingly, all these museums reside in the eastern half of the state. According to the 2021

49

Census estimates, 12.1 percent of Omaha’s population identifies as Black or African American,
whereas looking at estimates for the entire state, they only account for 5.2 percent of the
population (United States Census 2022). Black people and other racialized groups do not only
live in the eastern half of the state, so this leads to the question, why are all these museums only
located there? As will be discussed in future chapters, there are a multitude of reasons as to why
certain types of museums are more common than others, but patron populations, revenue, and
museum resources are dominant factors.
American Historical Society of Germans From Russia (AHSGR) is located in Lincoln
and is an educational non-profit dedicated “to researching the history of all German Russians
from all regions of Russia” (AHSGR n.d.). AHSGR is “the largest repository of information
about Germans from Russia in the Western Hemisphere,” founded in 1963 in Colorado and
relocated to Lincoln in 1973. The center is in the area known as Lincoln’s South Bottoms,
historically one of two principal settlement areas for Germans from Russia in the city. Germans
in Russia began to emigrate to countries in the West in the 1870s alongside other ethnic groups
from Europe. As part of their mission, AHSGR strives to be an internationally known museum
and research library, have a strong relationship with other German Russian and genealogical
organizations, and “have a dynamic online presence” (AHSGR n.d.).
Angel de Cora Museum and Research Center is located in Winnebago and managed by
the Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska. Founded in 2002, the museum is named for famous tribe
member, artist, activist, and teacher Angel De Cora (History Nebraska n.d.). (Crawfish294
2019). The collection features regalia, artifacts, and artwork of notable tribe members and
mythical history. While their webpage is currently under construction, their Facebook is active,
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often posting multiple times a week about featured objects, tribal stories, and community events
(Angel De Cora Museum and Research Center 2022).
The Cornelius O’Connor House is located in Homer and is owned and operated by the
Dakota County Historical Society. Cornelius O’Connor was an Irish immigrant who settled in
Nebraska and became very involved in state and local politics. The house is architecturally
significant, built in an Italianate style with much of the woodwork hand carved by O’Connor
himself (Sioux City Journal 2009). The home is culturally significant for Irish pioneers in
Nebraska, as it disproves the generalization that “Irish in the Midwest were less apt to be
successful farmers than [other European immigrants]” and its original family had ties to the
historically significant Duggan family in Ireland (Kuhlman 1982, 16-19).
Genoa Indian Industrial School Museum is located in Genoa and is managed by the
Genoa U.S. Indian School Foundation. The school was a part of the Indian Boarding School
system and was a part of institutional attempts from the federal government to commit cultural
genocide against Indigenous Americans. This site will be featured in later chapters for deeper
analysis.
Great Plains Black History Museum is located in Omaha and was founded in 1975 by
Bertha Calloway. The Museum seeks to “[publicize] and [preserve] the achievements of the
region’s vibrant African American heritage” (Great Plains Black History Museum n.d.). The
museum exhibit space features portraits of important African Americans, historical photographs
and news clippings featuring black history, in addition to research archives. As of May 2022, the
museum required scheduled visits to ensure a safe environment during the pandemic (Great
Plains Black History Museum n.d.).
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Ponca Tribal Museum and Library is located in Niobrara and is operated by the Ponca
Tribe of Nebraska. The Museum houses tribal artifacts, the historical archives, a library, the
community learning center, as well as the Culture Department offices (Ponca Tribe of Nebraska
n.d.). Several items displayed in the museum were acquired via repatriation from the
Smithsonian Museum in Washington D.C., including tribal regalia, instruments, and jewelry.
The community learning center is a workspace where community members can work with center
staff to research historical projects with tribal resources. (Ponca Tribe of Nebraska n.d.).
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Figure 2.12. Map of government museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

There are only two museums categorized as “government” themed, both located in
Lincoln within two blocks of one another, as seen in Figure 2.12. While there are more
museums in the state which happen to be in old government buildings, most do not primarily
cover the history of a government entity or notable politician. Also, governmental history, or at
least the history of the settlement and founding of a community, are often lumped into “local”
history museums.
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The Thomas P. Kennard House was built in 1869 as one of the first significant structures
built in the new state capital (History Nebraska n.d.). It is the oldest remaining building from
Lincoln’s original platting. It was designed in the Italianate style for Nebraska’s first Secretary of
State, Thomas P. Kennard, though it also has served as a fraternity, boarding house, and private
children’s home. In 1965, the house was designated as the Nebraska Statehood memorial by the
state legislature, and the State Historical Society took over responsibility for site maintenance
and interpretation. The house is set up to look as it did during Kennard’s residence with
Victorian furnishings, though currently as of May 2022, it is was not available for tours. (History
Nebraska n.d.).
The Nebraska Governor’s Mansion lies adjacent to the State Capitol building and is
designed to resemble other American governmental buildings in a “Modified Georgian Revival”
style (NPS 2007, 11). Built in 1957, the current mansion is the second Governor’s Mansion of
Nebraska, replacing the old mansion, built in 1890, of which the government had outgrown. The
decision to build the mansion in an “eastern” and old-fashioned style was controversial, as the
current Capitol is the third iteration built by the state in a distinctive modern style (12). Due to
the nature of the site as a private governmental residence, all tours are by appointment and
subject to security screenings.
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Figure 2.13. Map of literary museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

Nebraska has been the home of multiple literary icons. Its wide-open spaces, filled with
dancing prairie grasses and limitless blue skies, and the diverse peoples who have traveled across
its landscape have inspired countless creatives, with four in particular represented in this
category. Located in Cass, Cuming, Dawes, and Webster County, these four museums cover the
life and work of famous Nebraskan writers, as shown in Figure 2.13.
Bess Streeter Aldrich Home and Museum is located in Elmwood and is managed by the
Bess Streeter Aldrich Foundation. The Aldrich family moved to Elmwood in 1909, and the
community would become the background of many of Aldrich's writings (Bess Streeter Aldrich
Foundation n.d.). The house is set up to look as it did when Aldritch lived there, including family
memorabilia, souvenirs from her movie, Cheers for Miss Bishop, and an original manuscript
from her work A Lantern in Her Hand. The house tour, which optionally can be led by a
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character actor playing Mrs. Aldrich, includes education of the author, her writings, the history
of the home and life during the first half of the twentieth century (Bess Streeter Aldrich
Foundation n.d.).
John G. Neihardt State Historic Site in Bancroft interprets the life and creative works of
Nebraska’s first poet laureate. The museum utilizes Lakota symbolism of the Sacred Hoop,
which represents the world and all knowledge, to represent Neihardt, his writings, and his work
Black Elk Speaks. This site will be featured in later chapters for deeper analysis.
Mari Sandoz High Plains Heritage Center is located on campus at Chadron State College
in the former “Carnegie-style” library (Mari Sandoz High Plains Heritage Center n.d.). The
Center functions as a research library, laboratory, archive, and repository for Sandoz materials,
in addition to housing exhibits. The historical exhibits display histories related to Mari Sandoz’s
writing topics and life, as well as local topics like cattle ranching on the high plains and
paleontological finds of the region (Mari Sandoz High Plains Heritage Center n.d.).
The National Willa Cather Center is in Red Cloud and is managed by the Willa Cather
Foundation. The Cather Center opened in 2017 and has become “an award-winning archive and
museum dedicated to promoting Cather’s legacy” (The National Willa Cather Center n.d.).
Cather is identified as one of the greatest American novelists of the 20th century, as the author of
twelve novels, six short story collections, a book of poetry, and a plethora of nonfiction and
journalistic work. The Willa Cather Foundation, which has been active since 1955, also operates
the Red Cloud Opera House and Willa Cather Memorial Prairie. These historical sites were
transferred from the Foundation to the State Historical Society in 1978, and recently transferred
back to the Foundation in 2019. This act “[ensures] local control, restoration, and long-term
preservation of these historical properties” and the related Cather Pioneer Memorial Collection
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of documents and artifacts. A virtual tour of four of Red Cloud’s most important Cather sites is
available on the Foundation website (The National Willa Cather Center n.d.).
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Figure 2.14. Map of local museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

By far the largest thematic category, there are sixty-eight “local” themed museums, often
representing as small as a singular town’s history to as big as an entire region, like Decatur
Museum compared to Cherry County Historical Society. Frequently, these museums combine
multiple themes in their interpretation; most of these museums include pioneer or early settler
history, for example, but their classification of “local” comes from an overwhelming specificity
of geographical focus. For example, the Saline County Historical Society complex includes
buildings built as early as 1868 through 2012, representing early homesteaders to recent
community memorial donations (Saline County n.d.).
Only twenty-three local museums are located in the western half of the state compared to
forty-five in the east (34 percent to 66). While the eastern portion of the state has a higher human
population and subsequently a larger proportion of museums, this disparity corresponds with
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other groups’ spatiality. Even with an uneven spatial distribution, looking at the visualization of
sites in Figure 2.14, there is a considerable amount of space between each site, different from
other thematic groupings of museums. Understandably, there is no need for multiple thematically
similar museums in the same community, and out of sixty-eight entries, only eighteen
represented counties with multiple local museums (Brown, Cherry, Dawson, Jefferson, Nemaha,
Sheridan).
Identifying repeating counties may seem irrelevant, but 54.4 percent of local museums
are located in their county’s respective county seat. In rural areas, such a community may be the
most populous settlement in a county. For example, Valentine in Cherry County reported a
population of 2,737 on the 2010 census, nearly 50 percent of the total county population, and has
two local museums within its limits: Centennial Hall Museum and Cherry County Historical
Society Museum.
As stated previously, many museum sites included in this category can be classified as
either community or county historical societies. Only four of the museums on this list do not
identify as a specific community-related museum: Sellors Barton Museum in Ainsworth, 100th
Meridian Museum in Cozad, Nelson House in Nebraska City, and Sautter House in Papillion.
Frequently, community historical societies are run by volunteers on donated exhibit materials
and budgets, impacting the ultimate historical content they present. As will be explored in later
chapters, this results in differing capabilities of museums to actualize goals. For those without
the backing of a local government grant, or grants from higher up federal, or historical or
museum organizations, museum renovations, exhibit updates, and creation of memorials can take
years to fundraise for and construct. Running on donations and volunteers, how could these
museums hire formally educated employees, or have the time to properly research and document
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all their special collections? Thus, many of these local museums can appear to be out of date and
lackluster institutions.
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Figure 2.15. Map of mixed museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

Similar to local museums, “mixed” museums combine multiple themes in their
interpretation of the past but are not necessarily a community museum. For example, Franklin
County Museum includes the pioneers, indigenous people, military history, agriculture, and an
Old West town in its interpretation of the past, technically covering five historical themes in its
complex. Similarly, the Garfield County Historical Museum is a historical home with the inside
converted to period rooms, showcasing a library, surgery room, military room, and a
“Cowboy/Indian room” (Visit Burwell n.d.). Past these two examples, museums in this category
feature a wide variety of community, county, regional, and state history in their interpretive
work.
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Like the local group, this group also has a great degree of space between museum sites,
even in the more populous east as seen in Figure 2.15. Of the thirty museums categorized as
“mixed,” fourteen are county history museums, five are city-based, and the remaining eleven
cover larger regional or more abstract concepts. Aside from the more regional and abstract
museums, there is no need for a small town to have more than one local-focused museum, with
these mixed-type museums operating in the same capacity. In terms of more regional focused
and abstract concept museums, institutions like the Museum of Nebraska History in Lincoln, the
Sandhills Museum in Valentine, and A Touch of the Past Museum in DeWitt fall into this
category due to their wider focus.
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Figure 2.16. Map of military museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

Three museums were categorized as “military” themed, residing in Butler, Box Butte,
and Cass County (Figure 2.16). Differing from “conflict,” these museums feature stories from
all eras of American military intervention, often covering Civil War history to modern day.
Military artifacts, such as weapons, equipment, uniforms, flags, and photographs make up much
of their exhibit displays.
Butler County Veterans Museum is located in David City. There is very limited
information online about this museum outside of a single news article and non-profit data. Given
the accessibility of online information pertaining to museum revenue, employee numbers, and
business address, it can be assumed that the museum exists, but information past its topical focus
as a military museum is not accessible digitally. In 2014, the museum was seeking a new
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building for itself, but information as to a new location has not been published online (Reissdorff
and Reisdorff 2014).
Sallows Military Museum in Alliance opened in 2004 to honor those from Box Butte
County who served in the U.S. military. The museum has exhibits displaying uniforms, weapons,
and images from conflicts spanning from the Indian Wars to the Iraq War, and has a special
photo exhibit for the Alliance Army Air Base. The website also includes brief historical
descriptions of each war and conflict featured in the museum’s narrative alongside photos of the
selected museum display (Sallows Military Museum n.d.).
Elmwood G.A.R Hall Veterans Museum in Cass County features military stories, photos,
uniforms, and other paraphernalia in its exhibits. The hall was built in 1886 by Civil War
veterans, but unlike the Civil War Veterans Museum in Nebraska City, it serves as a multi-era
military museum honoring veteran of all wars. The museum only has a Facebook site, but the
page updates regularly on history, local events, and shares US military stories originally posted
elsewhere (Elmwood GAR Hall Veterans Museum 2022).
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Figure 2.17. Map of pioneer museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

As seen in Figure 2.17, in comparison to the map of “local” museums, the distribution of
pioneer-themed museums is far less spread out, with clusters in specific city areas. These
museums primarily consider the settlement of Europeans in Nebraska and the general area of the
site, ranging from the exploration period of Lewis and Clark to the turn of the twentieth century.
Because of the wide range of interpretable pioneer history in Nebraska’s past, there is less issue
with communities having multiple types of this museum within their borders, especially more
populous areas.
The majority of these sites implement living history demonstrations and preserved or
recreated buildings within their interpretation of the space. When covering contentious histories,
such as the enslavement of Black people, cultural genocide of Indigenous Americans, or
misogyny against women, as will be covered in later chapters, tour guides are forced to gauge
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patron comfort on hearing specific topics. This is an emotionally laborious role which keeps
interpreters on eggshells. Training on these situations may even lean towards avoidance of
covering “uncomfortable” topics, leading to bland and white-washed interpretations of historical
places. While visiting and reviewing docent scripts was not a part of this research, images related
to living history in these museums primarily relate to recreations of working towns, Pony
Express or gunfight demonstrations, or acting out “Little House on the Prairie,” where children
are dressed up in calico dresses and overalls and sent out to fetch water or kindling. This latter
type of pioneer museum is often a field-trip destination for fourth grade pioneer days, a common
experience of Nebraska elementary school history classes. This will be explored further in
Chapter Three.
The majority skirt around the difficult truths of the European-American pioneers: that life
was hard, reliant on unpaid labor such as female domestic work and enslaved people, and
dependent upon the removal of indigenous people from their traditional lands. Some of these
museums attempt to address the history of indigenous people and what they experienced after
contact with Europeans, but others leave this history out completely. For example, the Mormon
Trail Center in Omaha completely leaves out their violent and repressive history towards
indigenous Americans, while Stuhr Museum of the Prairie Pioneer has dedicated two buildings
in their large complex to interpreting Plains Peoples. While I am not suggesting that fourth
graders specifically learn about the atrocities committed by the U.S. Government against
Indigenous Americans, removing this history from historical narratives about European settlers is
not the correct response.
Seven pioneer themed museums alone are located in Omaha, accounting for 15 percent
of the data set, primarily relating to Florence history with the Mormon Winter Quarters. Another
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clustered area is in Kearney, with four pioneer themed museums, which along with Omaha, were
previously discussed in the earlier cluster analysis, with Fort Kearny State Historical Park, Great
Platte River Road Archway Monument, and the Trails & Rails Museum, telling the history of
cross-country travel on the Overland Trail, Pony Express, and Great Platte River Road, which
led to the creation of Buffalo County and Kearney. All five military forts are also included in this
category, including Fort Hartsuff State Historical Park, Fort Robinson Museum, Fort Atkinson
State Historical Park, Fort Kearny, Fort Sidney Complex, and the General Crook House
Museum, which lies on the grounds of Fort Omaha.

67

Figure 2.18. Map of technology museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

There are six “technology” themed museums in this study. Four out of six specifically
relate to agricultural technologies which modernized the farm. All are in the eastern half of the
state, shown in Figure 2.18, with two museums specifically based in Nebraska City in Otoe
County. Of these museums, three of six concern technologies which made regional economies.
Proximity to the Missouri River and the railways leading to Omaha influenced the development
of industrial economies in the easternmost part of the state, leading to this small, highlighted
population of technology museums in this region.
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The Furstenau John Deere Tractor Museum is a private tractor collection based in Neligh.
While there is no official website for the museum, it is advertised on the Neligh city and
Northeast Nebraska tourism websites. Galen Furstenau began collecting John Deere tractors with
his father in 1965, and now collects and restores tractors with his son Cory (Schmeckpeper
2020). The collection includes approximately 100 machines, of which approximately 95 percent
are still functional. As the collection is privately owned, museum visits are by appointment only
(Schmeckpeper 2020). While the history of John Deere cannot be interpreted outside the history
of mechanized agriculture, Furstenau’s private collection represents the technological prowess
and innovation of the company.
Kregel Windmill Museum is located in Nebraska City. Originally the Kregel Windmill
Company, the factory operated out of the same building from 1903 to 1991, and heirs of the
Kregel estate donated the business and its contents to be preserved as a museum in 1993 (Kregel
Windmill Factory Museum n.d.). While the historic factory is a modest one-story building, the
property remains the only original intact windmill factory museum in the U.S. Kregel “Eli”
brand windmills are still found in service across Nebraska, serving as a testament to the
“innovation, resourcefulness, hard work and thrift” of the Kregels and their customers. The
inside is decorated to look as it did in the 1930s when the Kregels still manufactured windmills
and is described to be “a time capsule of early 20th Century shop-type manufacturing.” As part
of their mission statement, the Kregel Windmill Museum seeks to demonstrate the work ethic
and resourcefulness of Americans working and living successfully during changing times,
particularly in harnessing renewable energy to enhance their lives (Kregel Windmill Factory
Museum n.d.).
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Lester F. Larsen Tractor Museum in Lincoln is located within the East campus of UNL
and is a part of the Lincoln museum cluster. In 1919, the Nebraska State Legislature passed the
Tractor Law to encourage the development and sale of new tractors, and a testing laboratory was
built on UNL’s agricultural campus to satisfy testing requirements of the law (University of
Nebraska-Lincoln n.d.). The museum is named for Lester F. Larsen, Chief Engineer of the Test
Laboratory from 1945 to 1975, who initiated the historic tractor and equipment collection as well
as the preservation of the lab. After a non-profit Friends organization was created in 1994, the
historic lab was recognized as a museum by the UNL Board of Regents in 1998. As a museum, it
interprets the history of tractor testing and performance data for agricultural technology from its
genesis to modern day (University of Nebraska-Lincoln n.d.).
The Old Freighters Museum resides in the former office of Russell, Majors & Waddell
(RM&W) Freighting Company in Nebraska City, just under a half mile from Kregel Windmill
Museum. RM&W was the largest shipping firm in the Great Plains by the mid-19th century and
had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars turning Nebraska City into a major river port
(Nebraska City Museum Association n.d.). Its exhibits, which depict the history of the company,
the experiences of rail workers, and the movement of people westward, the museum interprets
“the significance of the freighting and shipping industry in the development of Nebraska City.”
While this museum could also be classified as a “business” museum, it is categorized as
“technology” due to its overall interpretation of freighting and industrial development in
Nebraska City (Nebraska City Museum Association n.d.).
Smith Lime Kiln and W.C. Smith House are managed by the Jefferson County Historical
Society. The house was built in 1872 near the lime kiln, which was used as the Smith family’s
livelihood for years (Jefferson County History n.d.). Smith and his sons would quarry limestone
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to be burned in the kilns, a multiday process of creating quicklime. After further processing, the
final product would be mixed into mortar to be used in construction projects like laying
foundations and basements. Before the invention and popularization of Portland cement,
quicklime production was an invaluable and lucrative industry for rapidly developing population
centers. The Smith Lime Kiln was last used in 1896, and nearly a hundred years later, the
Jefferson County Historical Society received both the house and kiln to interpret the local lime
industry (Jefferson County History n.d.).
The Chitwood Wheel Museum is managed by the Brownville Historical Society in
Nemaha County. Originally the Ford Garage, the Wheel Museum houses agricultural, industrial
and transportation technologies, though it is named for its large wheel-related objects (Harris
2016). Brownville, one of the first European settlements in Nebraska, was a major agricultural
hub for the state’s economy. The building was donated by Melva Sage, a charter member of the
Brownville Historical Society, in 2016, and renovated to appear as it did in the 1920s
(Brownville Historical Society n.d.). The museum opened in 2018 and interprets the history of
agriculture and technology which put Brownville on the map (Brownville Historical Society
n.d.).
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Figure 2.19. Map of Wild West museum locations in Nebraska. Created by the author.

The most thematically distinct theme, the “Wild West” speaks to museums which
interpret histories related to the Old West, cowboys, and the development of stereotypical
Western images. The Pony Express is represented in all four of these museums, particularly with
a famous rider. The Pony Express was an express mail service connecting messages from
Missouri to California, though it ceased operation on October 24, 1861, when telegraph lines
finally reached California. While short lived and a financial failure, the Pony Express is
“synonymous with the Old West” due to its stories of courageous male horse riders in dangerous
unsettled territories (NPS 2020). Stories featuring masculinity, tales of bravery against gunfights,
and appropriating indigenous aesthetics feature frequently in these types of museums. Of
museums that feature this type of theming in their exhibits, four were identified, shown in
Figure 2.19, in Lincoln, Dawson, and Jefferson County.
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Buffalo Bill Ranch State Historical Park and Fort Cody Trading Post are both located in
the North Platte Cluster. Both interpret the history and image of William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody
to differing degrees. Both sites will be featured in a future chapter for further analysis.
is in North Platte. Also known as Scout’s Rest Ranch, it is a historic property and ranch
of William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody. The park is now managed by the Nebraska Game and Parks
Commission. This site will be featured in a future chapter for further analysis.
Fort Cody Trading Post is also located in North Platte. It is a gift shop with art displays
interpreting and animating the history of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show and the history of the
Trading Post. The location has been a privately owned roadside tourism attraction since 1963.
This site will be featured in a future chapter for further analysis.
Gothenburg Pony Express Station in Dawson County is the historical Sam Machette
Station on the Pony Express mail service. This station, a simple log structure, was erected in
1854 on the Oregon Trail, and used for the Pony Express from 1860 to 1861 (Pony Express
Station n.d.). The Sam Machette Station was later used as an Overland Trail Stage Station, a
bunkhouse, storage, and private dwelling until it was moved and donated to the city of
Gothenburg in 1931 (Pony Express Station n.d.). After sitting in the city park for two decades,
the building was reopened as a Pony Express tourist shop in 1954 and transformed into a
museum in 2016 upon its transfer to new owners. With the addition of numerous historical
exhibits, the station museum is now dedicated to all the pioneers who traveled through and past
the station in their effort to settle out west (Pony Express Station n.d.).
Rock Creek Station State Historical Park is located in Fairbury and is managed by
Nebraska Game and Parks. The site is a part of the Jefferson County cluster. Established in 1857,
the park used to be a stagecoach and Pony Express Station along the Oregon Trail (Nebraska
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Game and Parks Commission n.d.). In 1861, the station became known as the site of David
McCanles’ murder by James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickcock. The site was also the location of two
ranches from the same period; ranch cabins, a bunkhouse, a barn, and a post office have been
reconstructed from archaeological investigations in the area. The park has periodic living history
demonstrations reenacting McCanles’ murder, pioneers traveling along the Oregon Trail, Pony
Express riders, traditional blacksmithing. (Nebraska Game and Parks Commission n.d.).

Conclusion
Museums in Nebraska represent a multitude of historical themes in their interpretation of
the past. In categorizing and analyzing the historical content of museums selected for this
research, many of the museums in Nebraska navigate similar histories from different
perspectives or incorporate multiple historical themes into their interpretations. Within this study
group, museums featuring local history are by far the most common type of museum, which,
alongside mixed-type museums, tend to be community area historical societies. Local museums
were followed in frequency by pioneer museums, which often present a sanitized, white-washed
history romanticizing European-American homesteading at the exclusion of historically
marginalized groups. When a primary patron group of these types of museums is young students,
these museums have a responsibility to present the historical truth of what happened in
Nebraska, the Great Plains, and America in order to dislodge narratives of white supremacy,
misogyny, and racism in historical institutions.
To be explored in future chapters, the role of the community historical society in
preserving local history is aided and abetted by its relationship with its patrons from surrounding
towns. If old tractors and cultivators are only donated, then the society creates an exhibit or
interpretive tour on local agricultural history and vintage farming equipment. In rural areas, with

74

small museum societies relying on voluntary donations and service work, the resulting museum
is frequently all that the community can muster together, resulting in a mish-mash general
history of the area biased toward dominant voices. Access to educational resources, such as
museum training, connection to professionals, or even public libraries with interlibrary loan
systems can impact the updating of aged displays and obsolete historical information. Accredited
museums, which have access to federal grants and requesting traveling exhibits, or historical
institutions supported by governmental departments like the Game and Parks Commission, do
not have these limitations on their interpretive work, leading to more variance in museum
representation.
Not every museum in the western part of the state is a rinky-dink backwater historical
society, and not every museum in the east is a glimmering structure of ground-breaking
intellectual thought. Realistically, across its landscape, Nebraska does not have an equal
distribution of wealth, people, and educational resources. For museums, those in the West simply
do not have access to the same native population of patrons and their resources as compared to
those out east. Patrons bring revenue, which can allow museums to be open outside of scheduled
appointments and to diversify their featured exhibits, which can then bring more patrons in the
future.
Thus, to answer the leading question of this chapter, knowing the dominant thematic
topics of a museum can tell visitors about the landscape it inhabits. A standalone local or mixedtype museum can be an indicator of the town’s patron population, access to educational
resources, and even economic prospects. A museum which covers pioneer history but excludes
the history of marginalized groups in its interpretation, is underestimating the intellectual
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capabilities of its patrons, unable to update their exhibits due to structural issues, or at worst,
preserving narratives of white supremacy, misogyny, and racism.
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CHAPTER THREE

HISTORY OF EDUCATION ON THE PLAINS: THE LITTLE RED SCHOOLHOUSE
AS A GEOGRAPHIC ICON OF THE NEWLY SETTLED WEST
While one-room schoolhouses may seem a figment of the past out east, many some in
Nebraska only closed their doors and silenced their bells within the last half century. According
to Elkhorn Valley Museum, their Dederman Schoolhouse was still being used until 2006, and the
Portal Schoolhouse at the Papillion Area Historical Society was open until 1993 (Elkhorn Valley
Museum 2021; Papillion Area Historical Society 2021). These examples, however, are not the
norm. School consolidation in rural areas has led to the mythogenesis of education of Frontier
West and has subsequently lit the flames of nostalgia alongside it.
This chapter explores the history of rural schooling and consolidation, investigating the
historical geographies of school women and education on the Great Plains to better understand
their place in myth. A case study of schoolhouse museums and their presentation of the past, in
part, reveals the myths of the little red schoolhouse.

History of Rural Schooling on the Great Plains
The one-room schoolhouse is an iconic memento of the frontier, being the primary
location of public schooling in the nineteenth century, if not the only provider in many rural
communities. It was also an important community meeting place (Fischel 2009, 177). As such,
many American history writers and scholars have focused on the one-room schoolhouse as a
lasting example of frontier democracy and communalism, though writers in historical fiction’s
gauzy depictions of rural schooling have resulted in a softened public perception.
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Like the rest of the country, the Great Plains has had different periods of education based
on white settlement and its demand for uncultivated and sparsely populated land. The period of
initial white settlement began whenever state territories were opened to European-American
settlers, when including the borderlands of the eastern plains, approximately from the 1840s to
1860s. Nebraska Territory was organized in 1854, and did not become a state until 1867, so the
earliest schools seen in Nebraska were built in the late 1850s. For example, the Combs School in
Dakota County, was built in 1857 and is believed to be the oldest standing schoolhouses in
Nebraska; it closed in 1964 due to redistricting (Explore Nebraska History 2021).
Just before this early settlement period, one of the earliest mass recruitments of teachers
was for the Union Mission and United Foreign Missionary Society, which sent women teachers
to work with the Osage Indians starting in 1820 (Wyman 1997, 17). Most of the teaching in the
Plains before initial white settlement was primarily for missionary purposes, but this differs from
the topic of general public education and will not be explored in this thesis.
As Horace Greeley often said, “Go west, young man,” women, too, went west for greater
economic opportunity as well as the thrill of adventure. While primary school teaching was, and
still is, not a lucrative position, the opportunity provided many young women with a respectable
“white-collar” job outside of being a seamstress, scullery maid, or homemaker, and a valuable
leadership role in their community before they were married. The school buildings were usually
inadequate, and teachers were forced to provide material on their own budgets or be creative
with their environments. For example, a schoolhouse in the initial period may have only had a
single slate or a single pen for an entire room, and students had to share or use sticks and the dirt
floor to write (18). The communities had to make do with a lack of professionally trained
teachers as well. Oftentimes the first teachers in a community were “filled by local mothers,
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wives, and daughters who were literate and who shared the belief that education would lead to
the improvement of self and community” (Cordier 1988, 104).

Figure 3.1. Growth in Number of School Age Children, School Enrollment, and Average Daily
Attendance in Nebraska, 1860-1895. Source: Cordier 1992, 23.
Starting with the string of Great Plains statehoods in the 1860s, the region began a period
of population explosion, as seen in Figure 3.1. Rural education experienced a heyday which
lasted from the 1860s to approximately the 1920s, though some sources extend this to the 1940s
(Cordier 1988; Fuller 1984). In Nebraska, from 1870 to 1882, “the school-age population
increased five-fold; by 1895 the number had multiplied 10.7 times” (Cordier 1992, 23). This
immense increase is shown in Figure 1, taken from Schoolwomen of the Prairie’s and Plains. In
1860, there were 7,041 school-age children in the state, and only 2,930 enrolled in school, but by
1895, there were 351,846 school-age children, 274,282 of which were enrolled in school. With
the population explosion on the Plains, a cheap labor force of teachers had to be amassed.
Women were motivated by financial “rather than matrimonial possibilities” in the first few
waves of easterners coming to teach in the newly settled west (Wyman 1997, 18). According to
Wyman, feminization of rural education is a statistical fact; educators were needed, women had
fewer economic opportunities compared to men during this period, and agricultural panics led
rural citizens to question “the importance of paying high salaries to men” if women could be
hired for considerably less wages (26). As such, women made up most rural schoolteachers
during the latter half of the nineteenth century (Clark 1990, 79).
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Figure 3.2: One-room schools, 1916-1984, and School Districts, 1938-1984, in United
States. Source: Essays in the Economics of Education (Gordon 2002, in Fischel 2009, 179).

According to Clark, “in the century between 1888 and 1988 the decline and virtual
disappearance of the one-room schoolhouse seemed to be an example of progress” (1990, 78).
With the modernization of education followed progressive population decline, setting the stage
for consolidation of schools and school districts, which happened in the Great Plains generally
from 1920 to present day. District consolidations during the first half of the 1900s occurred
almost entirely in rural areas, highlighting education consolidation’s relationship with population
decline. Furthermore, most one-room schools were the only school in the district, explaining the
sharp downward trajectory of Figure 3.2, showing decline of both one-room schools and school
districts in the entire country (Fuller 1984, 178-179). Because one-room school districts were
originally organized by potential child walking distance, as population declined, the number of
children within walking distance declined as well (Fischel 2009). Many areas in the Great Plains
experienced their highest populations and densities by the 1920s, and amongst other push-

80

factors, the Dust Bowl and Great Depression motivated many to leave for greener pastures
(Johnson 2011). While the Great Plains experienced some population growth between 1940 and
1970, the population has seen a net migration loss rather than gain, particularly from young
adults leaving the region. As such, rural school consolidation has been a continuing issue in
Nebraska history.
In 1924, there were 56,121 school districts in Great Plains states (Johnson 2011). With
the significant population declines following the Dirty Thirties, by 1968, only 4,822 school
districts remained in the Great Plains. These trends have only continued into modern day:
according to Nebraska Department of Education documents from just the 2017-2018 and 20182019 school years, there was a decline in the state total of school districts and total school
programs from 478 and 1,325 to 476 and 1,308. Therefore, the loss of the one-room schoolhouse
from population decline and consolidation is not only felt by the older generations who once ran
across its lawn, but also their grandchildren today who may be bussed a round trip of seventy-six
miles to go to school each day (e.g. Cody Kilgore Unified School 2019).
The children going to school in rural Cherry County make up a school of approximately
170 PreK-12th grade students, covering a county that is three times the size of Delaware
(Vaughan 2019). One could argue that they are receiving better opportunities at a graded
consolidated school, but at what cost to the community? That is not to say that population
declines are the only reason for school consolidation. The creation of paved car infrastructure
facilitated the transition from walking to a close school to being driven to a farther and larger
school (Bryant 2011). Additionally, higher quality paved roads were often laid in the motivation
to get children to consolidated schools (Fischel 2009, 181).
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Consolidation began to occur in the early 1900s as the demand for graded schools arose
in the newly industrialized society. A standardized schooling system was considered more
legitimate than the locally decided curriculum of a one-room school, and “there was an
undeniable economy in class-room size in consolidated schools,” as in states like Kansas, a
county superintendent could create new school districts if there were at least fifteen school-age
children in the proposed district (Fischel 2009, 181; Bryant 2011). Age graded schools required
regular attendance, as students who left school temporarily to work on the farm would be
considered a dropout and would have to repeat the entire grade that they missed only part of, as
opposed to the old ungraded system where they could catch up without being penalized (Fischel
2009, 182). Age-grading required standardization of material, which allowed students to transfer
more easily from school-to-school. Rural schools were motivated to change to this new system
because of the equalizing effect it had on any students who may have transferred from rural-tourban schools (and were therefore less of a liability to the new teacher), and because it inserted
rural schools into the mainstream fabric of modernized education (Fischel 2009, 184-85). Oneroom schools normally could not handle graded curriculums, as instead the teacher would teach
part of the class from the McGuffey graded primer, and the more advanced children would teach
themselves while they waited for instruction. Theoretically, a single teacher would have to teach
up to forty-eight separate recitations per five-hour day, leaving students in “study hall” for
seven-eighths of their school day (184).
In rural areas, the school was historically a “hub of community life” for locals, even those
who did not have children enrolled (Surface 2016, 54). A highlight of the year may have been
the annual school program or events scheduled at the schoolhouse. The Federal Writers Project
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of the Works Progress Administration commented on the importance of schools in rural
Nebraska Life:

In small communities, especially, a good deal of recreational activity has been weakened
somewhat in late years by the radio, the movies, and the ease of getting into an
automobile and driving to other towns. But it still remains for the schools to supply about
the only stage entertainment that the average farmer or small-towner sees from one year’s
end to another – the junior and senior class plays – and the school picnic usually held on
the last day before vacation is a scrambled hilarious affair for parents and pupils both...”
(1939, 112).

In addition to picnics and yard games, the schoolhouse might host local fundraisers for the
community or district. Pie-suppers had women from the community bake cakes and pies to
auction off and raise money for needed supplies (Reinhardt and Ganzel 2003). At school
programs, there may be music, singing, a theatre production, or recitations of classical works,
being “as much a part of school teaching as they were the daily lessons learned” (Braams n.d.,
133). As a literary example, Little Town on the Prairie, Pa Ingalls and the men started a Friday
literary society first held at the schoolhouse, and gathered nearly everybody in De Smet, Dakota
Territory. Their first activity was a spelling match using words from presumably a graded primer
speller book, led by schoolteacher Mr. Clewett (Ingalls Wilder 1941, 212-220). The following
society meetings were charades, music performances, a debate, and a pantomime, becoming a
source of constant entertainment in the community (221-237). Their school exhibition featuring
recitations, geography, grammar, and mental arithmetic was to be hosted at the schoolhouse, but
the larger-than-expected audience necessitated moving to the church (283-293).
Despite the valuable role of the schoolhouse in the community, consolidation was a
necessity of the new industrial age, and children who did not attend graded schools could not
easily ascend to high school, a diploma from which allowed students to participate in the learned
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workforce (185). As such, many students ended their education at eighth grade, and in rural
areas, began to work full-time on the farm. Fischel argues that any “lore” about consolidation
resistance comes from “hayseed types” who thought such an education was worthless in the
traditional agricultural economy (Fischel 1990, 185). Children who did not attend high school or
were unable to graduate from eighth grade were at a systemic disadvantage in the new modern
economy, and most rural districts were willing to lose their community school in order to provide
better educational and economic opportunities for their youth and elevate the community
(Fischel 2009, 189). More recently, however, consolidation often comes from legislatures
seeking to lower per-pupil costs and balance state budgets (Surface 2016, 59). While Fischel
claims posits that most stories claiming that rural schools were staunchly opposed to
consolidation are false, Surface’s study of the closure of “Country School A”’s shows a
community which “felt disposed of” and forcefully separated from “a very healthy way of life
that is [now] rare” (2009, 189; 2016, 59). Either way, the loss of the local one-room school often
meant lost property values, political power, economic vitality, and their sense of community
identity (50).

The Role of Female School Teachers in Education
Education began “feminizing” in the late 1800s and was both supported and opposed by
changing attitudes about the place of education in the capitalist system (Clark 1990, 86).
Teaching was an acceptable occupation for women to have, as it was considered generally in
agreement with traditional western ideals of womanhood. Teaching was “an essential occupation
that brought positive recognition to the teacher and benefited the community,” so women were
motivated to get teaching licenses alongside male teachers (Cordier 1992, 26). This led to
community concerns about the broken sphere of domesticity and the role of women in the labor
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market, which fueled the national debate about teacher wage disparity. The creation of the wage
gap between male and female teachers expanded further when school terms shifted from
seasonal (winter and summer) to full-time enrollment (27).
Women often worked for lower wages than men because there was a lack of economic
opportunity in rural communities, in addition to their desire to be more civically engaged in their
communities and create change outside of traditional domestic and religious spheres (26). In fact,
many school boards specifically hired women teachers because they were considered a “bargain”
compared to men. This is not to say that women accepted the wage disparity for its misogynistic
reasons, as many female educators across the country protested the unequal economic conditions
(Wyman 1997, 27). Despite this, salary discrimination continued into the twentieth century: in
1914, schoolmen in Nebraska were paid $21.89 more monthly than women, and continued to be
paid more even after general wage increases experienced after World War One. Schoolboards
typically assumed that male teachers were primary wage-earners in supporting their families, and
would reasonably require higher salaries, in comparison to women teachers (28). Furthermore,
women were seen as naturally inferior to men based on western paternalistic ideals. Men were
seen as somehow more productive than women (Theobald 1995, 96). The concepts of femininity
and the literary expert were seen as in opposition, which led to misogynistic perceptions against
women, teacher and student, in education (Clark 1990, 83).
Despite school women being seen as inferior educators, as they dominated the rural
education system, in 1900 Nebraska, Kansas, and Iowa had the highest literacy rate in the
country (86). The success experienced by rural schools led by female schoolteachers have
therefore been obscured by institutional misogyny and the educational discourse downplaying
the role of rural schools in the history of American education. As stated by Clark, “feminization
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did not accompany a decline in the quality of schooling but it did accompany a decline in the
status of the institution.” This inherently made rural schools more vulnerable to reformer attack
“simply because they were associated with women’s work” (79).
Women entering education dealt with misogyny from all parts of their community,
including their students. It was seen as incompatible with the sexually segregated capitalist
system for women to raise or discipline men, which led to the gendered summer-winter term
system (84). As such, some districts may have hired women for summer terms only, as they
could not properly discipline their older male pupils, who could only attend in the winter when
planting and harvest was finished. Women’s discipline had to be based in “sympathy and love”
instead of “objectivity or attention to rules,” as school women’s role was to be a maternal figure,
resulting in the original term “school mother” or “schoolmarm” for female teachers (Clark 1990,
85; Wyman 1997, 11). Female teachers were expected to be indirectly influential towards their
pupils, and elicit the willing participation of her students, particularly those of her rowdy boys.
School women persevered despite the difficulties placed upon them by society; thousands
entered education during the late 1900s. In 1870, there were only 1,900 women employed for
wages in the state of Nebraska, 269 of which were teachers. Between 1880 and 1882, this
jumped to 10,500 total female workers and 3,507 female teachers, who accounted for 33.4
percent of the total female workers in the state (Cordier 1988, 108). By 1890, the number of
school women almost doubled, but by this time, more women had entered the paid workforce
across the country. In 1901, Dr. A. E. Winship observed that women did more than 95 percent of
the teaching, while men did more than 95 percent of administration and leadership, providing a
historical basis for the traditional gendering of roles in education (Cordier 1992, 37). Today, this
gap still exists, as women make up 76 percent of teachers in K-12 education and 78 percent of
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office administrators, but only 52 percent of school principals, and less than 25 percent of the
nation’s superintendents (Superville 2016). In Nebraska, state statistics on certificated personnel
are represented by full-time equivalent (FTE) units; 1.0 FTE is equal to single full-time
employees’ workload on a given day, and less than 1.0 FTE represents a part-time workload
(CFI 2022). Female teachers represented 14,568.58 FTE compared to male teacher’s 5,432.86
FTE, though in administerial roles, male superintendents represented 192.84 FTE compared to
female supers’ 28.77. For principals, the story is similar, with male principals FTE value logged
at 460.11 and female principals at 339.02 FTE, so this gender divide is still present in the state
today.
Teachers were expected to lead moral and ethical lives, especially females. For many
women, teaching was a temporary occupation, as they usually left teaching when married.
Societal expectations more so decreed this than school contracts, though some contracts did
stipulate that school women would remain single and unmarried through their employment, and
some even outlined specific standards of dress. A rural school board in Indiana came to a
resolution in 1844 that for any teacher employed there was prohibited from interacting or
corresponding with the opposite sex, albeit this is a very early example (Theobald 1995, 144).
Rosa Schreurs Jennings complained of the restrictions imposed upon her social life by her
teaching contract in late 1800s:
Little opportunity to go wrong. Teachers were surrounded with prohibitions, some by
contract, others by custom -- no drinking, no dancing or car-playing where the community
attitude was against it, no “gallivantin’ around,” no slang … we wore ruffled thing-amabobs to conceal our maidenly forms. Neither did we show our legs -- high-button shoes
and three petticoats, one short and two floor-length under a dress five yards around the
bottom, took care of that. (Jennings 1951, 55).
Jennings' annoyance at the societal restrictions imposed upon her is easily apparent from
her writing. As many school women were around the same age as some of their students and
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considered figures of femininity in their communities, based on contemporary writings, many
school women had admirers and suitors, and/or had romantic interests themselves.
School women were preferably unmarried, as they could be paid less (being theoretically
single and not supporting anybody) and better embodied the ideal of purity (Cordier 1992, 34).
Even if school women married and did not leave their positions, they often left when they
became pregnant, and sometimes returned when their own children were of school age (Clark
1990, 88). This practice was often based on the societal expectation that women ought to be at
home with their children, which of course limited the duration and advancement of women in a
career. However, a double standard developed in the educational community: in 1883, the Grand
Island, Nebraska, Times called for legislation to limit the ability of female educators to marry
during their teaching contracts, as region’s “premium” educators were being taken away from
their careers by matrimonial responsibilities (Cordier 1992, 89). Many women enjoyed teaching
and were sad to leave for married life, but there is the possibility that some school women
delayed or avoided marriage in order to continue teaching and advance their careers.
Teaching was a strategy for women to gain an important role in their communities
outside of the traditional domestic sphere. In addition to one's income to add to the family pot,
women found teaching to be personally rewarding careers. In Little Town on the Prairie, Laura is
offered a teaching position at a school in the region after her success at the 1882 school
exhibition (Ingalls Wilder 1941, 301). While she was initially hesitant to take a position twelve
miles south of town, the prospect of earning $40 (approximately $1070 in 2021) for two months
of teaching to help with her sister Mary’s college education was more important, especially at the
age of fifteen (300-307). In the book Those Good Old Golden Rural Days: The Rural Schools of
Franklin County Nebraska 1872-1995, various essays about rural life and education written by
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community members paint a clear picture of country school life at all points of the previous
century. Alice Schriner, née Grube, attended Lone Star School in Franklin County in the 1910s
and 20s, returning to teach in 1928 and moving on to other districts in the area. As the only
teacher, she was four teachers “rolled into one, but there was peace and joy as each day brought
new adventures and family ties and the community became one working unit.” (n.d., 132)
Despite the challenges of rural education, it is clear that the joy of teaching and giving back to
her community brought her great pride.
The women who decided to make life-long occupations of teaching were the ones who
continued attending teaching institutes or studying independently to renew their teaching
certificates. By gaining a tangible role in one’s external community and education system, rural
women were able to gain a deeper sense of self and confidence in their own intellectual and civic
abilities (Wyman 1997, 49). Some of these lifelong educators became educational and
community leaders, gaining political power as well in a period where women did not have
universal suffrage. This gaining of esteem and power in one’s community occurred at the same
time as the Women’s Rights Movement, which generally spanned from 1848 to 1917 (Office of
the Historian 2007). In the late 1880s and early 1890s, a major turning point in the movement
was a surge of progressive activism and civic participation outside the traditional domestic
sphere. Coincidentally, the first female superintendent in North Dakota and US was Laura
Eisenhuth in 1893, who was subsequently became a major role model for career educators. This,
however, brought up the question of whether women could be elected to political office, as she
herself was not an elector (Theobald 1995, 66).
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The Mythical Backwards Schoolhouse: A Case Study
Personally, the first one-room schoolhouse that I visited was at the Old World Wisconsin
historical complex in Eagle, Wisconsin. It had a dirt floor, rows of desks, and was lit only by the
sunlight filtering through dusty windows. The interpreter, who was dressed in clothes of the mid1800s, taught my third-grade class about how school used to be in such a tiny dark space. I
distinctly remember exiting the building out into the surrounding wooded area and feeling
somewhat thankful for my cold tiled classroom with bright fluorescent light. This experience of
what school “used to be” was complemented by my later reading of the Little House on the
Prairie and Anne of Green Gables series, cementing my perception of what a one-room
schoolhouse meant in the narrative of US history (or North American in the case of Anne
Shirley). While my experience was based up north, schoolchildren in Nebraska have a similar
experience as part of their fourth-grade state history unit, and often visit a local schoolhouse
museum to learn about life at the time of white settlement and initial town building.
Richard Slotkin defines mythology as a complex of narratives that dramatizes the world
vision and historical sense of a people or culture, simplifying centuries into metaphors and
positioning people’s experiences and visions of the land and its history within paradigms (1973,
6). A myth in question must be evocative and compelling, and its believers must have nonrational and religious responses to it, as it explains their life and history for them. The myth of
the little red schoolhouse “romanticizes the sparse, decentralized educational system in the
republic’s first century,” and appeals to the idea of white people’s “mythic ancestry” in a land
that they colonized (Lee and King Lee 1998, 2-3). Therefore, the schoolhouse connects
Americans with its themes of grassroots democracy and the “freedom” of the frontier, the moral
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order of American Protestantism, and the power of family and community in actualizing change
in rural spaces (Lee and King Lee 1998, 4-5).
The image of the “little red schoolhouse” is symbolically very powerful when discussing
rural, education, and political issues. Ironically, most schoolhouses were painted white, often
limewashed, but the color red is a mainstay (Mydland 2011, 5). This is probably due to red being
a more evocative color in artistic retellings and depictions, but most schoolhouse museums found
in this research are painted white for historical validity (Lee and King Lee 1998, 3). Even
organizations which deal with childcare or education use the symbol of the red schoolhouse, as it
references a past time of close-knit communities, small government, and trustworthy education
systems.

Figure 3.3. Photo of a local KinderCare location. Taken by the author, September 15, 2021.
Close to my old apartment, there was a KinderCare preschool and daycare, which had its
front facade designed to resemble a simple one-room schoolhouse with a bell tower, shown in
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Figure 3.3. KinderCare has hundreds of locations across the country, but in designing its centers
to resemble the little red schoolhouse, purposely uses that symbolism to provide a sense of trust
and comfort.
In his analysis of Norwegian and Midwest schoolhouses, Leidulf Mydland notes how US
examples tend to emphasize themselves as “representative of the thousand one-room schools and
their relevance for the history of education” (2011, 10). Despite this, the schoolhouse’s
symbolism, and therefore its myths, has changed throughout US history, representing a newly
created state and forging new streams, local democracy and civic engagement, old-fashioned and
backwards thinking, and anti-government involvement. While the schoolhouse represents
different values for different groups, it remains a “common symbol of a shared past,” especially
a past so radically different from our current times (Mydland 2011, 17). In “The Country School
in the American Mind,” Fuller describes the one-room school as representative of the pioneer
spirit of individualism and self-sufficiency, within the ideal of the Frontier myth (1984, 15). To
threaten these buildings is to threaten our construction of the past, even if that construction
stretches the truth of history, and with each subsequent generation of children that is not enrolled
in the country school, it becomes a mythical place.
This separation of people from place came about due to consolidation, but more
importantly, the myth of progress and its relationship with modernity. “The myth of inevitable
progress...arose [in the late eighteenth century] to express a new kind of confidence in Man….
replacing the earlier Christian reliance on God” (Midgley 2003, 14). The narrative of progress in
the rural sphere was “about getting away from a past connected with both country and
femininity,” both considered inefficient and non-productive in the new modern and masculine
order (Clark 1990, 79). As identified by Clark, the young female schoolteacher was a natural
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figure associated with “the virtues of a lost preindustrial order, a pastoral time when women
stood for warmth and human caring…” and men stood for authority and modernity (Clark 1990,
81). The rural school was caught in a paradox; the country school and its teachers were too
natural and agrarian, and therefore against the cause of progress as they were a “backward,
inferior education [system], totally out of step with the needs of a bustling, urban, pluralistic
society” (Fuller 1984, 17), but “men [would] seldom sacrifice themselves for the organization
and uplift of a community except for proper compensation” (Clark 1990, 85). And so, the female
schoolteacher becomes a mythical figure herself, representing the pinnacle of European
femininity, gentility, and the value of bettering the community over oneself.
Ironically, the myths of rural education have softened historical fact just as much as the
myth of the frontier. The female schoolteacher was relied on for educating the first generations
of European children on the American Frontier, exploited for her labor, and criticized by society
for preventing progression of society. Her role in “settling” the West was just as important as
those who laid railroad ties, and yet, she has largely been mythologized according to her gender
role in society. The rural school symbolizes whatever is politically relevant at that point, and is
often used to make arguments about the role of state and federal governments in local spaces, or
as an example of how far America has come from humble beginnings.
The schoolhouse’s presentation has also been largely homogenized, especially amongst
schoolhouse museums throughout Nebraska, but what of their representations of the past? How
do they connect a town or county to the land à la Lee and King Lee’s concept of “mythic
ancestry?”. For this chapter’s study of one-room schoolhouse museums in the state, the original
list from Wikipedia and additional searching through Visit Nebraska offered thirty-eight sites, as
seen in Table 3.1. This list excludes school museums larger than one room (e.g., Genoa School,
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School of the Deaf), in order to control the dataset. This data was narrowed down to ten for case
study analysis. While there is a possibility that this list does not include every single one-room
schoolhouse museum, it comprises all the listings that were available through the original
Wikipedia table and VisitNebraska’s website. Upon gathering the names and locations of
schoolhouse sites, I set about doing my analysis of their digital and educational presence. As I
was unable to visit in person due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all research was reliant on public
information and accessing museum employees and volunteers. While most museums had some
sort of information online briefly describing their historical site, many had no information about
their schoolhouse, and some had no official website at all. In these situations, I contacted the
museum personally about the schoolhouse, either by email or by phone. Thirteen museums
responded to my queries, nine did not, and the remaining sixteen required no further contact.

Figure 3.4. Locations of one-room schoolhouse museums in Nebraska. Created by the author.
Note the distribution of museums along major roads. Source: Natural Earth, ESRI. 2021.
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Schoolhouse Name
1860 John Sautter House and 1890 Portal "One-Room" School
Antelope County Historical Society: District #70
Banner County Museum: Flowerfield School
Buffalo County Hist. Society: Trails & Rails Museum, District #1
Burt County Museum Complex: District #57 Nolana School
Cass County Historical Society Museum: Rock Bluffs School
Center School Guest House
Combs School
Dawes County Historical Society: District #3 Alpha School
Dawson County Historical Society Museum: District #55
District 57 Schoolhouse
Dixon County Museum
Elkhorn Valley Museum: Dederman Schoolhouse
Franklin County Museum and Hist. Soc.: District #34 Lone Star School
Freeman school
Garden County Historical Society: Rock School House Museum
Great Plains Welsh Heritage Center: District #81 Pleasant View School
Harmony School: District 53
Henderson Heritage Park: District #73E
Homestead National Historical Park: Freeman school
Heritage School
Howard County Hist. Soc. and village: District #41 St. Libory School
Jefferson County Historical Society: District #10 school
Johnson County Historical Society Museum: Hedge Corner School
Lincoln County Historical Museum: Birdview School
Mansion on the Hill Grounds: District #7
One Room Country School House Museum: District #67
Orchard Historical Society: District #57
Papillion Area Historical Society: Portal School
Pawnee City Historical Society: Cracker Box School
Pioneers Park: Heritage School
Peru State College: Center Schoolhouse, visitor, and interpretive center
Pierce Historical Society Museum Complex
Prairie Country School
Rock School House Museum
Saunders Historical Society: District #42
Seward County Historical Society Museum: District #64
Sioux County Museum: District #60
Sunny Hillside School Museum
Table Rock Historical Society: Maple Grove School Museum
Thayer County Museum Complex: District #44
The Plainsman Museum Complex: District #66)
Wessels Living History Farm; schoolhouse

Location
Papillion, Sarpy County
Neligh, Antelope County
Harrisburg, Banner County
Kearney, Buffalo County
Tekamah, Burt County
Plattsmouth, Cass County
Arnold, Custer County,
Homer, Nemaha County
Chadron, Dakota County
Lexington, Dawes County
Orchard, Dawson County
Allen, Dixon County
Norfolk, Madison County
Franklin, Franklin County
Beatrice, Gage County
Oshkosh, Garden County
Wymore, Gage County
Nebraska City, Otoe County
Henderson, York County
Beatrice, Gage County
Lincoln, Lancaster County
St. Paul, Howard County
Fairbury, Jefferson County
Tecumseh, Johnson County
North Platte, Lincoln County
Ogallala, Keith County
Haigler, Dundy County
Orchard, Dawson County
Papillion, Sarpy County
Pawnee City, Pawnee County
Lincoln, Lancaster County
Peru, Pierce County
Pierce, Pierce County
Murdock, Cass County
Oshkosh, Garden County
Wahoo, Saunders County
Goehner, Seward County
Harrison, Sioux County
Cambridge, Furnas County
Table Rock, Pawnee County
Belvidere, Thayer County
Aurora, Hamilton County
York, York County

Table 3.1. List of schoolhouse museums identified for this research and their locations.
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In Figure 3.4, the locations of schoolhouse museums have been mapped alongside
county borders and roads throughout Nebraska. Ten museums, represented by the red square
house icon, lie in the western half of the state, while twenty-eight are in the east. The
“west”/“east” divide has been assigned on either side of US 183, which runs north-south between
Lexington in Dawson County and Kearney in Buffalo County, simply as a start for spatial
analysis. A handful of counties have multiple schoolhouse museums, namely Antelope, Cass,
and Gage counties, all located in the eastern half of the state. Many museums are located
adjacent to major highways, especially along the I-80 corridor (32 percent). Reasonably,
museums can only exist where people and money flow through, and in rural areas, this is where
the interstate and highways are located. For example, Sioux County Museum in Harrison and
Dawes County Historical Society in Chadron are both in the extreme northwest part of the state.
Harrison is along US Highway 20, also known as the Bridges to Buttes Byway, which travels
through Nebraska along its length from the Pacific Northwest to New England. Chadron is along
Highway 20 as well as US Highway 385, which stretches from South Dakota to extreme
southwestern Texas, so while these towns are far from large population centers and seem quite
isolated, they are still connected to the rest of the United States through the highway system.
In terms of presented material and themes of one-room schoolhouse museums in
Nebraska, analysis reveals that there are two general camps: preserving the past and how school
used to be. Most of the schools have set their schoolhouses to appear as they did in their early
years of education, from the 1850s to the early decades of the 1900s. Some museums, however,
have taken the additional task of presenting the evolution of education and technology in the
twentieth century, and specifically use the site to teach about these changes. While many of the
museums have the schoolhouse sit separate from the rest of the facility, there are a handful of

96

institutions using the schoolhouse as their main facility, and therefore house multiple exhibits in
the building. Despite these differences, the majority present the past in a very similar way:
displaying rows of wooden desks, a cast iron stove in the middle of the room, a dunce cap on a
corner stool, and pictures of Presidents Washington and Lincoln on the front wall. Many of these
schoolhouses were still used as an educational institution up to the 1960s or even later, yet only
the Plainsman Museum in Aurora seems to represent the closing period in their interpretation of
the space. Some have chosen to display different decades of materials like desks and textbooks in
the classroom, like Antelope County Historical Society.

Figure 3.5: Locations of case study one-room schoolhouse museums. Created by the author.
Source: Natural Earth, ESRI. 2021.

Figure 3.5 highlights the locations of ten schoolhouses chosen for further analysis. Their
names, locations, and years of service are listed in Table 3.2. Of the thirty-eight sites identified
for this study, these were sites which had ample publicly available information online, or I had
successfully contacted. In addition to simply being digitally accessible, these sites and their

97

information were notable or particularly interesting as a standalone site. Spatially, three of the
museums were in the western half of the state, and the remaining seven were in the east. The
original thirty-eight museums were 73.8 percent east and 26.3 percent west, so this relationship
has been slightly skewed in the case study, but this is due to the smaller number of west
museums who responded to my queries compared to the east. Four museums lie along the I-80
corridor, a slightly greater percentage than the original thirty-eight (40 percent to 32 percent).
Schoolhouse name

Location

Years open

Antelope County Historical Society

Neligh, Antelope County

1915-1973

Banner County Museum

Harrisburg, Banner County

1888-?

Dawes County Historical Society

Chadron, Dawes County

1885-1964

Dawson County Historical Society Museum

Lexington, Dawson County

?-1950s?

Franklin County Museum and Historical Society

Franklin, Franklin County

1905-1963

Freeman school

Beatrice, Gage County

1872-1967

Henderson Heritage Park

Henderson, York County

?-1953

Saunders Historical Society

Wahoo, Saunders County

1890s-1973

Seward County Historical Society Museum

Goehner, Seward County

1915-1976

The Plainsman Museum (complex)

Aurora, Hamilton County

1874-1954

Table 3.2. List of schoolhouse museums chosen for case study, their locations, and
approximate years open.
Seven out of the ten sites primarily focus on how education used to be different over a
century ago, with all three of the museums in the western half of the state falling into this theme.
To start, Dawson County Historical Society Museum in Lexington has the District #55 School in
its complex, which was its first restoration project in 1958 (Dawson County Historical Society
2021). A front desk volunteer described the site as a “typical schoolhouse” with old desks,
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books, a chalkboard, and the “usual things” one would find in such a museum. In the past, the
museum would host fourth graders on an annual Pioneer Day to learn about country school, but
this event has been canceled the past few years.
Dawes County Historical Society in Chadron maintains District #3, also known as the
Alpha School. While the society does not have an online presence other than their RootsWeb
community, I contacted the society over the phone and a volunteer read over a brochure for me.
The school was built in 1885 and was never electrified. It was replaced in 1964 by a new school
and sold to a community member, who then sold it to the museum in 1985. Today, it is largely
used to teach 4th graders about state history and “old-fashioned lessons” like writing with a quill.
Banner County Museum in Harrisburg has the Flowerfield School, which is a log cabin
structure, at their complex. As the website was sparse, I called the museum directly. A front desk
volunteer explained that its current use was primarily for fourth grade social studies field trips as
well. Students learn how school used to be in 1888, dress up in old-fashioned clothing, learn
penmanship with a turkey quill, and play old games at the site.
These two sites were the only ones which specifically mentioned teaching the students
about old-fashioned penmanship, which is interesting as in the past decade, the Nebraska Board
of Education dropped the standard to teach cursive in the third grade and instead made it
optional, (Duffy 2015, 3). As teachers become more and more overloaded with content to cover,
topics like cursive fall by the wayside, though many schools still integrate smaller lessons within
second and third grade writing lessons in order to keep students’ cursive-literate. In an interview
with the Omaha World-Herald, Professor Steve Graham holds that some of the arguments for
continuing to teach cursive in schools are “based on sentimentality.” (Duffy 2015, 6) As a piece
of the past, like slateboards and chalk, girls in calico dresses, cursive is a symbol of
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sentimentality for the past. Furthermore, like many other symbols part of the idea of the little red
schoolhouse, cursive “evokes an age when American schoolchildren sat at their desks,” building
character, instilling a sense of self-discipline, acting as a different form of the dunce cap to keep
students in line (Fresh Air 2018). This falls in line with Lee and King Lee’s school house theme
of “moral order,” where the school was the site of learning morality, which would lead to a selfgoverning and self-regulating society (1998, 8).
Saunders Historical Society (“SHS”) in Wahoo has the District #42 school on its grounds.
Curator Erin Hauser emailed me information on the school on September 2, 2021, as information
on the website was limited. The current wood frame structure was constructed in the 1890s,
moved to the SHS campus in 1976, and furnished by the Retired Teachers Association to look as
it did at the turn of the century. SHS also used to host fourth grade pioneer school, where
students would experience a day of school as it would have been in the late nineteenth century,
but this event has been discontinued due to decreasing school participation. Their curriculum for
groups who visit is based on the Nebraska State Historical Society’s standards for their
previously owned Heritage School, now owned by the University of Nebraska and in Lincoln’s
Pioneer Park.
Franklin County Museum and Historical Society does not have a functioning website,
and while it used to have an active Facebook, as of January 21, 2022, the Facebook page has not
been updated. The All information about the District #34 school was acquired from a book called
“Those Good Old Golden Rural Days,” published by the historical society and emailed by
member Jerrill Gerdes on September 2, 2021. The school building, known as Lone Star School,
was built in 1905 and closed in 1963 when the district was consolidated with the school in town
(Braams and Soucie 131-132). Today, it represents all the one-room schools in the county, and
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the value of education in the countryside. Within the chapter, editors went to great lengths to
create a list of all those who taught at District #34 and its eighth-grade graduates (Soucie 131132). If this representation was not clear enough, the chapter includes written accounts from
previous students and teachers, some of which were once students at the school themselves. All
excerpts share warm memories of school and how the community gathered for seasonal events,
particularly an annual Christmas program put on by the teacher and students, illuminating the
important decentralized relationship between community and school. Rogene McPherson’s
excerpt even brings up her ancestors’ recognition of the importance of education, calling
attention to the idea of white’s “mythic ancestry” on the plains (McPherson n.d., 133; Lee and
King Lee 1998, 2).
Seward County Historical Society Museum in Goehner has the District #64 schoolhouse
and primarily uses it for heritage school activities. Sue Imig, who runs membership at the
museum, emailed me information about the schoolhouse’s history on September 2, 2021. The
schoolhouse was built in 1915, updated over the following decades, and closed in 1976 as the
last country school in Seward County. On the first day of March, which is Nebraska statehood
day, local fourth grade classes come to the museum and learn about state history and the school
itself.
Antelope County Historical Society in Neligh has the District #70 schoolhouse, which
was brought to the site by museum Co-Chairperson Gloria Christiansen. Christiansen sought to
save a country schoolhouse and collect memorabilia to "bring to life the important role rural
schools played in the development of communities" (Christiansen 2020). The schoolhouse, built
in 1915 and closed in 1973, compares the school of the 1880s to that of the 1980s, using different
technologies, games, and lessons to show visitors. Before the global COVID-19 pandemic, the
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schoolhouse had been the location of an Oral History Project called “Voices from the Past,”
interviewing former students of the school, and the Lunch Box Learning Sessions, where
participants learn about and compare lesson plans from different decades on topics like the Trail
of Tears and ranchers on the Plains.
Many of these institutions used language in brochures or in casual conversation about the
building being representative of education’s past, and shared “Pioneer Day” curricula for student
visits. Many specifically cited fourth graders visiting their museum, which is a part of the state
standards for social studies education:
“In fourth grade, students use their understanding of social studies concepts and skills to
explore Nebraska in the past and present. Students learn about the state’s unique
geography and key eras in early Nebraska history, particularly the treaty-making period”.
(Nebraska Department of Education 2019, 1).
While it is important for students to learn about the settlement of Nebraska by pioneers, it is
more important to include the story of how those pioneers displaced the indigenous people who
originally lived on its lands. Of course, state standards for fourth grade social studies have
students analyze and explain historically marginalized groups within Nebraskan history, but this
history should also be included within schoolhouse museums outside of natural history
installations (9).
Furthermore, these schools all opened around the turn of the century between 1880 and
1910 and closed in the 1960s and 70s (though two did not share information on their closing
date). However, most museums in this grouping primarily presented their school as it may have
looked at the beginning of the twentieth century. Looking back on Nebraskan history, many
counties in the state experienced their highest population just before and after the turn of the
twentieth century. Specifically, the rural population peaked in the Great Plains in 1930 after
rapid population growth starting in 1870, so it makes sense that institutions wish to represent the
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school at its “prime” (Johnson 2011). This being said, many country schools are maintained by
previous students of the site, if not supported by a community of past students; an eighty-yearold today would have been attending country school as early as 1942 for kindergarten, thus the
majority of those involved in the care of one-room country schools would have experienced their
school at the same time or after.
As such, by presenting their schoolhouse museums as they would have been one hundred
years ago, these institutions are purposely placing the one room school within the distant past,
creating an “alien” world for current young students to be amazed by. Could this same effect be
achieved by a schoolhouse set to look at it did in 1965? Perhaps not, but six out of ten sites
closed after this date, so they have the opportunity to represent their sites as they may have
looked most recently. Lastly, only one of the museums reflected upon theirs and other
institutions' presentations of the rural past; at Antelope County, in discussing the Lunch Box
Learning Sessions and the value of learning new viewpoints in history, Christiansen asked “do
students realize that history comes out of books in carefully defined doses?” (Christiansen
2020). The preservation and design of schoolhouse museums throughout the state seems to be
just as prescribed.
The remaining three sites have a more general theme of preserving the past through their
schoolhouse and organization. Coincidentally, all three schools are a part of larger interpretive
complexes. At Homestead National Monument south of Beatrice, the Freeman School is a red
brick structure and was one of the longest continuously operating schools in the state when it
closed in 1967 after ninety-five years of teaching (National Park Service 2021). Before its
acquisition by the NPS in the 1970s, the building was used as a meeting place by the local
church, election officials, and society events. NPS notes that this structure teaches visitors that
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“one-room schools were not only places where children learned reading, writing and arithmetic,
but also places where far-flung families could gather to forge a sense of community” (Teaching
with Historic Places 2018, 1). It has been restored to look as it did in the late nineteenth century,
with rows of wooden desks, a central iron stove, a teacher’s desk at the head of the room, and
pictures of the presidents on the walls.
The Plainsman Museum complex in Aurora has the District #66 Fairview school on site.
The school was in use from 1874 to 1954 and donated to the museum in 1986 (Plainsman
Museum 2021). The museum’s video tour shows rows of wooden desks, a central iron stove, old
books, and the chalkboard at the end of the classroom, which still has chalk drawings on it from
the last day of school in 1954 (ThePlainsmanMuseum 2020). The tour describes how technology
has changed or stayed the same across the decades, and how a normal school day would have
gone in the nineteenth century. This site differs from many of the other sites featured in this case
study, as it features items from later periods in the school’s history, like lunch boxes and
drawings from the last day. This is similar to District #70 in Antelope County, which compares
learning experiences from 1880 to 1980.
Henderson Heritage Park in Henderson has a multitude of buildings, including the
District #73E Schoolhouse, a wood frame structure (Henderson Heritage Park 2021). While the
date of its original building is not shared, the school was vacated in 1953, used as a private
garage for years, and donated in 2009 to be refurbished to its original state. The building has
been restored to look like a country school during the late nineteenth or early twentieth century
and is often used to teach area children about rural schooling, but ultimately represents the value
of rural education in Mennonite culture and the wider community. After refurbishment finished,
Henderson Heritage organized a successful fundraising project where community members could
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purchase and engrave bricks commemorating all educators, attending classes, and students at
country schools, building multiple patios and filling walkways with commemorative bricks. The
museum had its annual Heritage Day on September 11th, 2021, where they shared a variety of
ethnic foods, demonstrations, and activities like rug weaving and corn shelling (Henderson
Mennonite Heritage Park 2021). A local fourth grade school came to have country school during
the event, videos of which are available on the museum’s Facebook page, shown in Figure 6. In
the video, children are dressed up in old-fashioned clothes, overalls for boys and prairie dresses
for girls, and are reciting the Pledge of Allegiance.
While Pioneer Days are frequently described as a historical experience with students put
into vintage dress to “set the stage,” it must be noted that young girls in the late 1800s would
have worn their hemlines at the height of the two girls in the foreground of Figure 3.6. While
this is perhaps a pedantic item to feature, it speaks to the tendency of these museums to gloss
over details of history to avoid the hard truths and make their end product more palatable to a
large group of people. For example, while a couple of the schools featured do comparisons of
their teaching curriculum across the past century, such as looking at the legacy of the Trail of
Tears, the majority do not delve into the problematic history education materials which promoted
prejudicial or racist views, instead focusing on the physical differences of school as an
institution.
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Figure 3.6. Screenshot of Heartland fourth grade class conducting country school on most
recent Heritage Day on September 11, 2021. Source: Henderson Mennonite Heritage Park
Facebook page.

These three sites are in the eastern half of the state, two along the I-80 corridor
(Henderson and Aurora). Additionally, two of the three sites have virtual tour options readily
available online: Homestead National Monument has uploaded 360° panoramic photos of all
tourable areas, including the Freeman School, and the Plainsman Museum has recorded a video
tour showing a wall exhibit in the main building and a walkthrough of the schoolhouse. Both
schools opened in the 1870s as well, though there is no information on the Henderson school’s
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original opening. The theme of family and community continues throughout all three sites,
speaking to the integral role of the schoolhouse in socializing within the isolating grasses of the
plains (Mydland 2011, 10). For example, the Freeman school played many roles within the
community, acting as church, polling place, and club gathering place, and District #66 in Aurora
featured church and end-of-school picnics as well. By extension, these sites also demonstrate the
theme of democratic energy on the frontier (Lee and King Lee 1998, 4). In particular, the
Freeman School was the site of debate over the separation of church and state, and lead to a
successful supreme court case protecting that division, and District #73 in Henderson was built
by the Mennonite community to support their children’s learning and promote their religious
heritage.
Half of the museums in this case study communicate their schoolhouse’s role as a
representative for the past, in corresponding to Mydland’s observations on their “relevance for
the history of education,” as well as their role in community involvement and socialization in
isolated rural spaces (10). Furthermore, aside from educational status, the role of these schools in
the social fabric of the community is clear, as many of these institutions have gone to great
lengths to preserve and protect these buildings from further harm. A frequent story in Nebraska
is that of a kindly old farmer whose family kept the schoolhouse on their land, and in their old
age, decides to donate the building to the local historical society, which since closure has either
sat untouched or was used as a garage. Furthermore, the schoolhouse happened to be the site of
the church, polling place, gathering place, musical hall, banquet hall, and so on. These common
themes highlight the sense of importance that these structures have within the Nebraskan and
midwestern landscape, as they are representative of one’s mythical ancestry and role within
American history.
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Four of the ten mention the school’s relationship with early communities on the plains,
speaking to Lee and King Lee’s identified myth of family and community (5). For example, the
Freeman School at Homestead National Monument primarily presents the site as a dynamic part
of the community rather than a stand-alone example of a schoolhouse. In their lesson plan for the
Freeman school, Teaching with Historic Places introduces students to the settlement of Blakely
township, the role of the school in the community, and the politics and management of school
business (2018, 1-37). Communities had to be self-supportive, so the schoolhouse was a way for
the younger generations to become literate and better themselves in the industrializing society,
but also for the older generations, who may have emigrated from across the ocean, to form a
sense of identity and kinship with the land. To be self-supportive, self-governing, and selfcontained led to a decentralized democracy on the Plains, where communities could actualize
their goals according to social, cultural, ethnic, and religious traditions.
Practicing literacy or setting up activities for modern-day children to experience school
“as it used to be” was also a common theme amongst featured museums, five of them
mentioning hosting students for Pioneer Day and taking a full day of country school, and two
specifically mentioning teaching writing with a quill, which concerns traditional ideas of
teaching morality and order within the classroom. In an agricultural society, being literate and
able to do complex math was an extremely valuable skill, so education was an important part of a
well-functioning economy, while also teaching children the skills to interact with industrial
society if need be.
Lastly, eight out of ten have been set up to resemble a particular decade or time period in
Nebraska history, typically turn-of-the-century, with nary any decorations or information to
attribute the schoolhouse to a typical location. Nearly all have neat rows of desks, complete with
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inkwells and quills, chalkboards, and pictures of Abraham Lincoln and George Washington on
the front wall. As such, the Freeman school looks like the school in Neligh at Antelope County
Historical Society, those schools look like the Goehner school at Seward County Historical
Society, and they may very well look like the Raspberry School at Old World Wisconsin in
Eagle. While these schools may be representing its prime period, in doing so, they result in a
homogenized portrayal of country schools across the region, and thus, the perception of the past.
While it is true that communities had control over their children’s education through one-room
schools, and the site was a beloved place for community gathering, but only the positives of this
space are shared to visitors. The hardships, pain, and troubles of the prairies are silently left out
of this story of the West, resulting in a rosy-tinted picture of the one-room school.
Of the ten cases, the only school which featured any mention of indigenous people within
the schoolhouse was Antelope County’s #70 school during their lunch box learning sessions.
This being said, this activity has only been offered once in the museum’s recent history, as the
original lesson happened on March 3, 2020, just before the pandemic and worldwide lockdown.
Of course, in the larger museum complexes of schools in this case study, indigenous history is
present, especially in Homestead National Historical Park, but when schools are described as a
foundational park of a pioneer community on the frontier, that history cannot be separated from
historical fact. Thus, it is worrisome that Pioneer Days are routinely situated as a fun day outside
of the classroom, where students get to dress up in silly clothes and learn how to write with a
quill, literally roleplaying a romanticized view of American history where indigenous people
simply don’t exist. While these may seem like an innocent lesson about how their grandparents
may have been educated, the school, community, and educators are just as culpable in whitewashing American history as our historical institutions and government have been.
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While this was a small case study, the data clearly shows that the schoolhouse is a strong
symbol of a shared past, to the degree that themes and even decor are shared across the landscape
of Nebraska. To that idea, while the schoolhouse is a site of a shared past for many Americans, it
is also a site of societal progression; children take their Pioneer Day classes to learn how things
have changed in education over the past century, but visitors to the site learn about the changes
of technology, architecture, and community. As such, the schoolhouse is old fashioned, organic,
anti-government, and representative of what America once was. To lose one’s community school
is a terrible thing, especially as a place of generational memory and community merriment. The
Freeman school was open for ninety-five years, meaning that three generations of family could
have easily attended the school, or one could have attended the school and taught at it as a young
adult. While the idea of European’s mythic ancestry on this land is laughable considering the
atrocities committed against this land’s indigenous people, three generations is more than enough
time to create a myth within a place. In line with Slotkin’s definition of mythology, the
schoolhouse is a symbol of an individual’s and a community’s ownership of the land, and the
mythical space represents the power of a community actualizing their goals and forming their
own history as an island within the flowing grasses of the Plains.

Conclusion
As a child, my grandparents used to tell me stories about the farm and their life in northcentral Wisconsin. I grew up in a suburb, and went to a sparkling new school, so their tales were
quite spectacular to me. My grandmother once told me of a time where a new teacher came to
the school district and used a ruler to discipline her brother in class. They told their father after
school, who promptly got in the truck (possibly with a weapon) to give that teacher a piece of his
mind. The ending probably ended with the teacher running out of the school to avoid bodily
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harm, and the children never corporally punished again, though these details have been lost to
the fog of remembrance. The idea of a parent rushing into a school to discipline a teacher, or at
least a school with different pedagogies of punishment, was alien to me, so I found such a story
to be silly, and was more concerned with feeling pride for my great-grandfather. But to my
grandmother, that was just how school used to be.
For their presentation of the past, Nebraska's schoolhouse museums bring visitors back to
a time of grassroots development, community involvement, and small-town or old-fashioned
values. We visit these types of museums to learn how things have changed, either to the benefit
of our education, or the disadvantage of the community as a whole. The last essay in Those Good
Old Golden Rural Days on Lone Star School is “A Lone Star Family” (135). Ethel Steinkruger
(née Knuth) attended a country school in Furnas County, moving two counties over to Franklin
County upon her marriage, and sending all four children to a local school there (Steinkruger n.d.,
136). She remarks on the value of their rural education and the schoolhouse:
Today, my children are parents of children and when we get together we like to reminisce
about “those school days” [that my grandchildren have never experienced]. We feel that
we are most fortunate that the Lone Star schoolhouse...has found a favored place where it
is the symbol of all country one-room schools...It gives us a measure of pride to know
that the children’s father, now deceased, was a student, patron, and a school board
member of this country school which once stood on our farm where all out children were
raised and received their elementary education.
For the Steinkrugers, the little white schoolhouse was a real and experienced place that they were
thankful for but, for their grandchildren, it was simply a part of their parents’ upbringing and a
funny set of stories. For their children, the lines between fact and myth will become even more
blurred, and with their children’s children, the schoolhouse may become a symbol of some
bygone era, a myth of the pioneer past, its potential destruction not producing any feelings of
loss.
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CHAPTER FOUR

PRESERVING “OUR” HERITAGE ON THE PLAINS: HISTORICAL AND DIGITAL
PRSERVATION IN NEBRASKAN MUSEUMS

A farmer is cultivating his corn field using a check-row planter being pulled by a pair of
horses, with the checkheads clicking rhythmically as the knotted checkwire feeds through it.
Today, such equipment is largely obsolete with the progression of mechanized farming and
industrial pesticides; much is donated to local historical societies to be representative of
yesteryear, often without the explanation of just how impressive the technology was for the time.
Picture a traditional seated planter, but with two round cannisters, or checkheads, sitting on
either side of the farmer, and a blade beneath each. Before setting off, the farmer unspools a
length of wire with knots tied in it every forty inches or so and stakes it on the opposite sides of
the field, feeding it through the checkhead, which is filled with corn kernels (Ganzel 2003). As
the horses pull the planter, the knots in the wire activate a mechanism in the checkhead, which
drops seeds every forty inches into furrows cut by the lower blades. The result is a checkerboard
pattern of corn, an easily weeded field, and a lovely sight to behold.
A hundred years in the future, it is reasonable to assume that average individuals have
never heard of such a piece of equipment unless they have a family connection to agriculture or
even an interest in antique farm implements. Furthermore, many objects and buildings have been
lost to the power of time; interested historical institutions and communities often take it upon
themselves to recreate these important artifacts of the past. Digital spaces are also a part of this
story of preservation and are just as vulnerable to time and fading memories as are physical
objects. Both spaces become a part of a landscape of commemoration, and when considering
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discussions on the construction of Western history in Nebraska museums, help us form an
understanding of just what is important to save for future generations or viewers.
The focus of this chapter is the historic preservation of buildings and sites related to
societal construction of the west, as well as digital preservation of online historical content, and
the impact of Nebraska’s digital divide. In preservation in Nebraska, what is the process of
preservation by public and private institutions, including digital spaces, and how do individuals
and institutions review what gets saved and what does not get saved from destruction? Thus,
what is the subsequent value of memory to communities when preserving certain sites, digital
and physical? This chapter features two small case studies, one looking at digital preservation
and maintenance of museums and historical society sites, and one highlighting stand-out cases of
historical preservation of sites and landscapes in the state.

Historic preservation as an institution in the United States and Nebraska
The concept of “historical preservation” often speaks to a deep part of our personal
identity. We seek to preserve places which are important to our construction of self, be it
regional, local, political, religious, cultural, or ancestral identity. Sometimes, these places are just
as important to others in a community, region, or nation, and serve as a foundation for collective
memory.
As a geographer, even before my academic training, I recognize certain sites and areas
which are foundational to my identity as an individual: my childhood house on Good Hope
Road, my grandparent’s house in Menomonee Falls, my first dorm room in college, and my first
apartment in Lincoln. The sites are important to me but are most likely only important to a small
group of people. While I would love to nominate my grandparent’s house to be on the National
Register of Historic Places, I am sure that the state review board would immediately throw out

113

my application. The criterion for evaluation considers a site’s “quality of significance in
American history, architecture, archaeology, engineering, and culture” (NPS 1990, 2). Thus, a
site’s association with significant patterns, events, and people in history, unique or distinctive
architecture, or ability to educate us further about history or prehistory is reviewed in its
consideration. While this recognition of importance has transformed into a highly bureaucratic
and tedious process, the value of commemorating and preserving valuable sites is officially
recognized by the American government in this regard.
Historic preservation is a part of protecting cultural landscapes; as such it represents a
crossover between historical and geographical research. The National Park Service (“NPS”)
defines a cultural landscape as “a geographic area, including both cultural and natural resources
and the wildlife or domestic animals therein, associated with a historic event, activity, or person
or exhibiting other cultural or aesthetic values” (US Department of the Interior 1994). There are
four general types of cultural landscapes, including historic sites, historic designed landscapes,
vernacular landscapes, and ethnographic landscapes. The Great Plains Welsh Heritage Center in
Wymore has established itself as part of an important ethnographic landscape of Welsh
settlement in the state. Many sites and landscapes in Nebraska can be considered historic
vernacular landscapes, which evolved and are defined by their use and peoples’ activities (e.g.,
agriculture and rural culture), or historic sites associated with an event, activity, or person.
Howard County Historical Society in St. Paul has restored its Saint Libory School (St. Libory) to
stand as a monument to all one-room schools in the county (Howard County Historical Society
n.d.). The Society has also taken it upon itself to create a map of all the historic country school
locations in the county, establishing St. Libory as a representative historic site of a vernacular
landscape.

114

Jeremy Wells, associate professor at the School of Architecture, Planning and
Preservation at the University of Maryland, College Park, writes about the conservation and
theory of heritage landscapes on his website HeritageStudies.org. He uses orthodox and
heterodox theory to explain the current issues in conservation; in this situation, orthodox
preservation theory is traditional top-down conservation, where “experts control the meanings
associated with heritage,” and the “primary beneficiary of the conservation process is the object
of conservation – buildings, objects, landscapes – not people;” heterodox preservation theory
emerged in the 1980s as a reaction against orthodox theory, seeking to empower local
communities as experts of their own histories and practice “bottom-up” conservation (Wells
n.d.). Orthodox theory has historically excluded women, BIPOC and people from outside the
Western world, and therefore, continuation of traditional, policy or law-driven conservation
practice continues this exclusion. The implementation of heterodox theory in museum practices
and historical preservation has increased in frequency over the past decade, seen in the greater
presence of BIPOC representation and their stories within historical institutions and the
migration away from exclusionary masculinist narratives. This expanded focus will be a part of
the latter case study in this chapter.
To nominate a property for the National Register of Historic Places, which is a list of
places which “tell the stories of the people and events that form America’s collective identity,”
individuals or a community first apply for preliminary evaluation, which determines if the site is
eligible for registration (History Nebraska 2021). According to History Nebraska, Eligibility is
associated with one or more of the four established historical criteria, relating: 1) an event(s)
which made a significant contribution to broad historical patterns; 2) the lives of significant
historical persons; 3) embodying a distinctive and important architecture type, period, or
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construction method; 4) and/or being likely to yield (or have already yielded) important
historical information. After preliminary evaluation, an individual can then apply for nomination,
and must include “extensive historical research and documentation…[to] demonstrate that a
property is eligible.” History Nebraska offers professional guidance on the research process,
verifies proper documentation, and ensures correct preparation for final presentation to the NPS.
Lastly, the nomination is presented to the State Historic Preservation Board, approved, and then
forwarded to the NPS for final review and subsequent listing on the National Register.
This is an incredibly involved process for any applicant, not to mention those who may
not have access to research facilities or databases. Those who have the time, energy, and
resources to apply and get accepted to the National Register will also be potentially eligible for
federal and historic tax credits for rehabilitation expenses/projects and an overall increase of
property value. Notably, historically, neighborhoods associated with minority communities have
been systemically devalued and debased by city, state, and federal policies; thus, coupled with
eligibility standards, there is a deficit of diverse locations on the Register. A cursory Google
search of “National+Register+Racism” yields a multitude of critical views, including an article
published on the National Council on Public History’s blog. As noted by the authors, only 3
percent of National Register listings have been updated to reflect a place’s relationship to
historically marginalized and underrepresented communities (Kautz, Leibowitz and Doherty
2020). Furthermore, the standard of historical “integrity,” or aspects relating to site setting,
design, materials, and workmanship, often exclude historically marginalized communities which
may have not had access to the same quality of building stock and architectural skill as white and
affluent communities.
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Kautz, Leibowitz and Doherty point out that in these communities, “stories related to
location, setting, feeling, and association are usually more relevant,” and that physical integrity is
too narrow and exclusive of a definition for such a standard (2020). Only 2 percent of entries on
the Historic Register focus on the experiences of African Americans in particular, as historically,
their neighborhoods were razed in racist violence or urban development projects (Equal Justice
Initiative 2020). According to Elizabeth Alexander, president of the Mellon Foundation, African
Americans, like other often marginalized groups, were also largely excluded from decisions on
what history should be preserved, resulting in these populations having to “carry around
knowledge and stories in [their] bodies.” Histories detailing Christian, white, and male
experiences are amply found within museum narratives. Entering most museums in Nebraska,
one sees vintage photographs of white people, reads about European-Americans traveling from
the East, tales of prominent businessmen, and the importance of the local church. This kind of
experience is common in most mainstream mixed-topic museums, and frequently, the histories of
historically marginalized groups are represented in smaller, more dedicated museums.
While this type of history may be completely accurate to certain areas, it does not
represent the fact that communities of African Americans, Mexican, and Japanese people also
make up the fabric of Nebraskan history. Due to the systematic prevention of historic
preservation related to historically marginalized communities, using heterodox conservation
theory can better our collective understanding of what is historically significant outside of basic
structural integrity and authentic. For example, DeWitty, also known as Audacious, is known as
the most successful and long-lived settlement of black homesteaders in Nebraska, existing from
1904 to 1936 (NPS 2021). Located in Cherry County, settlers eventually began to leave when the
rains dried up in the 1920s and drought settled in the 1930s, and by 1936, all settlers had sold
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their land to ranchers and moved to greener pastures. This historical community was not
officially commemorated until 2016 when the State Historical Society installed a historical
marker at the site (NPR 2021).
While historians and museum professionals are putting in the work today to
commemorate and remember historically marginalized communities like DeWitty, these places
have often been left to decay and crumble into the Earth for decades. Even some of the
descendants, such as Delbert DeWitty, whose ancestor was the first postmaster and original
namesake of the community, were completely unaware of this history before its formal
commemoration (Bekele 2021). Since meeting in Cherry County, descendants formed the
organization Descendants of DeWitty, with the goal of sharing their history across the state to
“[empower] and encourage others to do the same.” Experiences like these are not limited to
Nebraska’s black homesteaders but recognizing the importance of bottom-up heterodox
conservation and commemoration efforts in historical spaces is necessary in demanding more
diverse and inclusive understandings of American history.

Sites of notable historic preservation in Nebraska
Per the objectives of this chapter, this chapter highlights stories of notable preservation
from the original dataset of museums and historical sites throughout the state, starting with
community stories of saving and preserving certain structures, and investigating what types of
sites tend to get preserved and which ones do not. The locations of these sites are noted in
Figure 4.1. Given the nature of the information gathered for this thesis, many of the museums
emailed for additional information also included their history of preservation projects. This could
be as simple as moving a historical structure to a new place for interpretation, to completely
renovating and restoring a structure down to its studs. Some even posted the full progression of
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their project on their public Facebook page. Other structures remain in the original location, such
as the Freeman School at Homestead National Historical Park. However, many of the
schoolhouse museums identified in this research have been moved from their original location,
like District #7 in Ogallala at the Mansion on the Hill and the Japanese Hall and History Center
in Gering from Scottsbluff, which removes the structure from its original context.

Figure 4.1: Map of sites of notable historic preservation efforts throughout the state. Created by
author.

In addition to moving historical structures and renovating them, many of these sites are
run and actively preserved by community members, often volunteers, who do so for the sake of
restoring the past for their children and grandchildren, or simply because they feel a
responsibility to prevent its destruction. For much of American history, museums and historical
institutions have been run and patronized by white people, who then frequently produced
stereotypical representations of BIPOC in their institutions. In recent decades, as historically
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marginalized groups have taken positions of power and white people have started to educate
themselves on their privilege and role in structures of oppression, there have been increased
exhibitions and memorials dedicated to racialized peoples. In Nebraska, one of the most recent
memorials was the dedication of the Pawnee Scouts Memorial Highway, a stretch of Highway 22
between Fullerton and Genoa (Genoa Indian School Foundation, Inc. n.d.). The highway
memorializes the Pawnee Scouts recruited by the US army to protect Pawnee Village, railroad
workers laying the Union Pacific tracks, and later the army themselves.
In Chapter Three, schoolhouse museums in the state were analyzed for themes related to
historical myths of the West. A common theme amongst schoolhouse sites were the structures
being “saved” by a community member or representing one of the last remaining types of a
structure in a county. District #7 Schoolhouse in Ogallala at the Mansion on the Hill grounds was
moved from its original location five miles south of Roscoe (Keith County Historical Society
n.d.). Built in 1902, the building was bought in 1916 by the Elmsauer family to have a keepsake
of early country days. The family also maintained District #7 as an overflow school, as a newer
larger school was opened at a site six miles southeast to accommodate increased student
enrollment (Keith County Historical Society n.d.). The Elmsauer family valued education, and in
addition to frequently boarding teachers, they would pay them an extra month’s salary to ensure
a full school year of teaching. Upon the building’s closure in 2003, funding to move the school
to the county historical society was provided by Clarice Goodall, who also sought to preserve a
country school. The structure retained a high degree of historical integrity due to the Elmsauers’
dedicated stewardship and preservation of original furnishings and documents.
District #10 Schoolhouse in Fairbury, also known as the School on the Oregon Trail, was
built in 1898 on the far corner of the Dein Family’s farm. It was moved to its present location in
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1890, one mile north from its origin, and is just under three miles southeast of Alexandria
(Jefferson County History n.d.). The building was used until 1961 when the district consolidated
into the Alexandria School District. While little information is shared online about preservation
history, the site includes a stone marker, erected in 1914 by the State of Nebraska and the school,
commemorating the Oregon Trail and the people who traveled along it (Jefferson County History
n.d.). There is also a small brick memorial with a large emblem marking the site’s location on the
Pony Express Trail, installed by the National Pony Express Centennial Association in 1960. A
cenotaph memorializing the Mormons who traveled and perished along the trail enroute to Utah
is also located on the property.
The Dederman Schoolhouse at Elkhorn Valley Museum in Norfolk was built in 1886 and
relocated in 2006 to the museum grounds upon its closure due to consolidation. The main
preservation efforts have been related to the physical structure itself, in removing the adjoined
bathroom and setting it aside as a standalone outhouse. As covered in Chapter Two, the
Dederman School was in active use until its closure in 2006, so the site itself is notable in this
group as the community immediately took action to preserve and memorialize it postconsolidation. However, it does not have the same provenance provided by the museum as other
schoolhouse sites.
Aside from schoolhouse sites, there are ample examples of community grassroots
conservation efforts throughout the state. The Legacy of the Plains Museum in Gering considers
itself as “a dedicated caretaker of our ancestry industry,” and links every inhabitant of the land to
one another in their story of the Great Plains (Legacy of the Plains n.d.). The museum has two
up-and-coming outdoor exhibits: the Thomas Family sod house and the Japanese Hall. The
Thomas sod house was constructed in the 1890s and moved “sod-block-by-sod-block” to a new
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location in 1915, resulting in a transformed “mud mortar” soddy. The Japanese Hall, originally
located on Avenue C in Scottsbluff, was built in 1928, and served the local Japanese American
community for decades. The building was sold in 2017 and donated to the Legacy of the Plains
Museum as a new exhibit space. The approximately four mile move of the building to the
Legacy of the Plains grounds in Gering ensures that the “heritage of the Japanese of the High
Plains would be preserved and protected for future generations” (Legacy of the Plains n.d.).
As detailed in the 2021 Summer newsletter emailed by Museum Coordinator Jackie
Sakurada Schaepler on March 11, 2022, the “Japanese Hall and History Center” was relocated in
December of 2019, remodeled with new utilities, insulated, and had museum quality lighting and
windows installed. The COVID-19 Pandemic stalled much of the planned construction for the
2020 season, and subsequently, the opening date. Despite this, the third phase of the preservation
and renovation project completing exhibits and displays is well underway, and museum
volunteers predict completion by the end of 2022. As named in their 2021 Newsletter, the project
has primarily been supported by volunteer efforts, with John Miyoshi overseeing the site
construction and his associated contractors throughout the region, and even internationally
honored by the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (McDonald 2022). Recently reported in
their Winter 2022 Newsletter, volunteers at the Japanese Hall & History Center have put together
exhibits on Japanese American farming in Nebraska, as well as a Veterans’ exhibit. The history
of Japanese Americans in the Great Plains is not as widely known as the history of white
pioneers and the roles of sod-houses on the landscape; thus, the historical preservation of the
Japanese Hall is immensely important in the whole scheme of what gets preserved and what does
not.
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A notable sector of community preservation were efforts taken after the heavy rains of
early to mid-2019. Two museums used their Facebook pages to drum up community support and
volunteers to save artifacts, clean up the exhibit halls, and repair structural damage. Pierce
Historical Society’s Facebook page documents this strong community relationship well: on
March 14, heavy rain on frozen ground led to water backing up into museum buildings, and the
museum called for volunteers to come and help move what they could off the floors (2019). The
following day, the museum is pictured surrounded by water. On March 18, the museum called
upon volunteers to help sort, take inventory, pack, and move items into storage, following up
with a posted image on the 21st of volunteers hard at work (Figure 4.2).

Figure 4.2. Photo from Pierce Historical Society post-flood preservation efforts on March 21, 2019.
Source: Pierce Historical Society Facebook Page.

By July 20, volunteers had come to remove drywall to fix dropped insulation, and on the
30th, a Silent Auction Flood Relief Fundraiser was held to raise fifteen thousand dollars to help
repair and refurbish the building (Pierce Historical Society 2019). More volunteers came on
September 13 to install sheetrock, and on the 26th, local high school students volunteered for
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their community service day to help in sheetrock installation, wall painting, floor cleaning and
removing weeds from the property. On October 5, the museum thanked Christ Lutheran Church
and Orphan Grain Train as contributors for buying sheetrock, and the Nebraska Bankers
Association Nebraska Strong Fund grant for installation. By November 19, volunteers were
moving items out of city storage back to the museum. While the museum was closed for the
2020 season due to COVID-19, it was partially opened on June 6, 2021, and officially opened on
June 27th as part of Pierce’s sesquicentennial celebration week. While the Facebook page has
not had any subsequent posts since the grand reopening, it is very much apparent that the
community rallied behind their local museum to preserve their local history.

Figure 4.3: Image of Nebraska Prairie Museum completely surrounded by floodwater on July 9, 2019.
Source: Nebraska Prairie Museum Facebook Page.

The Nebraska Prairie Museum in Holdrege also documented their post-flood restoration
efforts on their Facebook page. On July 9, 2019, the museum shared an image of the museum
surrounded by a lake of floodwater (Figure 4.3) in addition to videos of the main museum
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building conditions and damage. On this day, they made multiple posts calling for volunteers to
help clean up water, bring tools to help, and move artifacts to safety. The main building had two
to three inches of water throughout sections of the building, and volunteers helped clear the
floors for shop vacuums and fans to dry out the museum. Local businesses like Sargent
Irrigation, Landmark, S&W Auto Parts, Rotary, Ambassadors, and many volunteers offered their
time and materials to clear out the building and prevent further damage.
On July 10, the museum complex was completely clear of water, and on July 13,
commercial dehumidifiers were hired to dry out the building, and carpet was ripped up by
volunteers. On July 16, a flood donation drive was announced to help with repair costs. The
International Quilt Museum in Lincoln provided guidance on July 17 to Museum quilt volunteers
on preserving water damaged quilts, and drying space was provided by the Phelps County
Community Foundation, Bethel Lutheran Church and Rodeway Inn. On July 23, the museum
posted about three children organizing a lemonade stand a few days prior to donate to the
museum. By August 1, the museum was partially open to visitors, with certain parts closed for
cleaning and maintenance. Despite this major flooding event, by July 9 of 2020, the museum
posted a one-year update of the premises and remarked on the positive changes to the exhibit
halls and state of the building, all due to community help and outreach.
In terms of what gets preserved in communities, the obvious answer are sites which are
valued by the community, which either have historical value or are agents of preservation in a
region. A question of what does not get preserved is a much more complex issue past what is not
valued. In reference to earlier in the chapter, there are institutional and structural issues that
influence whether a structure may be preserved.
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A great example of this is the Mayhew Cabin with John Brown’s Cave in Nebraska City,
a frustrating story of grassroots efforts against city negligence. The story has been written as a
detailed long-form essay on the museum’s website by President Cathleen Van Winkle, who has
helped preserve the museum by representing it at city council meetings and crawling in
dangerous failing pipes to investigate subsidence of the Mayhew property. The site is the only
officially recognized Underground Railroad stop in Nebraska and is associated with the militant
abolitionist John Brown, so its historic and cultural value compared to other sites covered in this
thesis is readily apparent.
The building had issues with settling due to the terrain in 2010, and in 2013, the tunnel of
John Brown’s Cave began collapsing. After four new homes were built northwest of the
museum, the Mayhew Cabin experienced two sewer back-ups in 2017 and 2019 and was
reimbursed for cleanup by the City. On May 28, 2019, Museum staff came back over holiday
weekend to a building reeking of mildew, and the ravine behind the museum complex
completely flooded, resulting in water running up into and flooding the entire underground
tunnel and cabin cellar. The City found that the drainage tube at the end of the ravine was
clogged, and the museum has been closed ever since. After the ravine flooded three additional
times in the month of June, the museum found that the flooding came from city storm sewers
emptying into a culvert at the north edge of the ravine, and that there was no easement, or right
to cross someone’s property, put into place for the City to continue draining as they were. After
being accused of negligence, the then City Administrator rejected the blame and asserted that the
rain was an “act of God” (Mayhew Cabin 2021).
The museum took investigation of the negligence in their own hands, pleading for probono work from professionals in the state. Despite the City claiming that there was no drainage

126

map of the Mayhew property, the museum found that the issue arose from a junction point
between an active drainage tube and an abandoned one directly under the historic buildings. A
clog formed in the active tube, pushing water into the abandoned tube, which had not been
completely closed off as is standard practice in sewage management. This resulted in repeated
flooding of ravine, backing up of sewage, and subsidence of buildings. Dr. George Hunt from
University of Nebraska—Omaha conducted a case study of the site with his civil engineering
students in October of 2019: the report published a year later found that the drainage tube was
half the size that it should have been for the fifty acres of service area. Also in October, plumbers
and the museum president investigated the tube openings and drainage pathways and took
pictures of cracks proving that the system was failing beneath the buildings, resulting in the
subsidence. Currently, they are seeking a surveyor to measure the subduction of the property and
provide expert testimony against the City (Mayhew Cabin 2021).
While the lawsuit is still active, the museum has found previous deeds selling land to the
museum naming the City as responsible for utilities like sewage, thus proving the City has been
negligent in their actions surrounding the drainage on Mayhew Cabin property. Unfortunately,
there have not been any updates since Juneteenth 2021, in addition to several photos on the main
damages page being unviewable. The museum expects to be closed through 2023 at the very
least, with their main museum building completely unusable from mold and water damage
(Mayhew Cabin 2021).
A more positive story of a community rising against a malicious government is the tale of
Genoa Indian Industrial School, which has been the focus of physical and digital preservation
efforts in recent years. For the physical site, the manual training building of the school was
purchased in 1999 from the City of Genoa by the Genoa US Indian School Foundation and
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restored with new windows, doors, heating, and air conditioning, and made accessible in
accordance with the Americans with Disabilities Act (Genoa US Indian School Foundation n.d.).
As a museum, it also contains the Genoa Indian School Interpretive Center, “a space meant to
educate and facilitate healing and remembrance” (Wade 2021).
While it is believed that all students who attended Genoa Indian School are now
deceased, the impact of these boarding schools on subsequent generations of indigenous people,
who were forcibly removed from their cultures and communities, is apparent today. The
Foundation notes that “in the years after the school closed, little was done to preserve the school
buildings, grounds, and artifacts,” and the grounds were used as a prison farm, transferred to, and
razed by UNL, and divided for sale to private citizens (Genoa US Indian School Foundation
2021). The remaining structures, physical reminders of the past, give an enclosed place for the
history of the site to be connected with, interpreted, and processed for visitors and survivors
alike, but the emptiness of the space (and the knowledge of who destroyed it) is sobering.
More recently, attention has been drawn to the issue of human burial sites on US and
Canadian Indian boarding school grounds. US Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland, the
country’s first indigenous Cabinet Secretary, announced the Federal Indian Boarding School
Truth Initiative on June 22, 2021, which seeks to review boarding schools’ histories of abuse and
isolation, and provide resources to investigate known and unknown burial sites (Wade 2021).
With this federal probe, the next large historical preservation project at Genoa will hopefully be
an investigation into the school’s cemetery and larger grounds to find deceased students hidden
under the ground, though as of March 2022, the Foundation has directed all questions to Judi
gaiashkibos, executive director of the Nebraska Commission on Indian Affairs (Genoa US Indian
School Foundation 2021). Other than this probe, the Foundation has been working on other
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projects as well, most recently a successful GoFundMe fundraiser for Simon Redbird, a
prominent member and renowned craftsman of the Genoa community as well as a previous
teacher at the school. The Foundation and donors raised enough money to purchase and set a
headstone over his previously unmarked final resting place.
The Foundation is also a part of the “Genoa Indian School Digital Reconciliation
Project,” “a space for telling the stories of the American Indian children who attended Genoa, the
stories of their communities, and the stories of their descendants” (Genoa Indian School Digital
Reconciliation Project n.d.). The team is split into two sub-groups: The Community Advisors
Council which includes scholars and politicians from the state and tribal governments of
Nebraska, and the UNL team, involving professors, scholars, and students from the university.
Currently, they are digitizing government records of Genoa from various state and federal
archives, a frequent issue in understanding the complex history of Indian boarding schools. Like
many other schools, official government records of students and what happened at the school
were scattered through federal repositories, often far away and inaccessible to the survivors of
the school (Genoa US Indian School Foundation n.d.).
For reference, as reported in 2021, the National Native American Boarding School
Healing Coalition (“NABS”), a nonprofit which leads in the understanding and addressing of
collective and generational trauma caused by the U.S. Indian Boarding School Policy, has only
located 38 percent of records produced by known boarding schools. The long-term goal of the
“Genoa Indian School Digital Reconciliation Project” is to assist descendant communities in
understanding and sharing more complete stories of Genoa Indian School, as well as promoting
awareness and seeking the whole truth about US boarding schools, as per NABS findings, this

129

history has been purposely made inaccessible and uninterpretable (Genoa Indian School Digital
Reconciliation Project n.d.).
While it is obvious what sites have ample community support and have active
preservation and conservation efforts, it is a bit more difficult to find sites that are deteriorating
or simply do not have the resources available to keep things standing. It is far easier to find
stories of passionate grassroots efforts to prevent a site from crumbling into the ground, though
external forces may slow or stymy these actions. Based on Cathleen Van Winkle’s accounting
for her and the Mayhew Cabin’s lawsuit against the city of Nebraska City, this site arguably has
the most well documented story of governmental malfeasance and negligence resulting in site
destruction.
Why is it that the only officially designated site of the Underground Railroad in
Nebraska, that museum president Cathleen Van Winkle has been struggling to keep alive, has
seemingly been all but abandoned by Nebraska City, not to mention by the State of Nebraska? At
one point, the Mayhew Cabin site was the second most visited museum in Nebraska City in front
of eight other museums; it is still an extremely unique and important site to national
conversations and understandings of race and racism (Mayhew Cabin 2021). Nebraska City has a
population of just over seven thousand people, with multiple historical sites that are extremely
important to Western history, so the fact that its government would willingly lose one of those
revenue sources is indicative of what may be their social and cultural interests.
Because of its forced closure on May 28, 2019, the museum’s revenue source has since
been severed, and its docent laid off. Van Winkle notes that, “even if repairs are made and
reparation demands are satisfied, it will similarly take years to inform the public of the site’s
reopening and to regain our patronage.” Perhaps the Mayhew Cabin can be a story of a small
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group of people’s honorable efforts to prevent their historical site from falling into a
metaphorical and literal ravine, and one can appreciate the righteousness of that calling, but the
maliciousness of governmental apathy and passivity looming over the site and chiseling away at
its base cannot be ignored. Nebraska’s only Underground Railroad site being slowly destroyed
by the inaction of its government is strong evidence of the structures of white supremacy
forming our museums, educational institutions, and our government itself.
For the more positive stories of community historical preservation, one can view them as
successful implementations of heterodox theory, where grassroots efforts to save structures come
from laypeople, and the stories of historically marginalized voices are raised up in the growing
global movement to support diverse histories of the past. While this is a small sample of the
museums that have been preserved throughout the state, the themes of community responsibility
and grassroots efforts to organize together must be highlighted as stories of success. It was not
just two museums that flooded during the 2019 floods; many people’s properties were destroyed,
and subsequently many communities banded together to help each other pick up the pieces. It is
not just a single schoolhouse museum that was saved by a farmer’s family; there are international
efforts to preserve the connection between the New World and Old Country. As such, despite the
historical coverage, funding, and staffing issues a museum may have, these stories of community
resolve to save a certain structure speak to their underlying desire to remain present on the
landscape, especially in smaller or more geographically isolated communities surrounded by a
desert of population decline.

Rural internet connection and digital preservation: Case Study
Rural internet infrastructure has been highlighted as a societal issue in the past few years.
COVID-19 and the transition to mobile work has illuminated disparities in broadband internet
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networks, but the issue of connection and internet access has been a complicating factor as long
as it has existed. While this chapter and thesis are not specifically on the digital divide, the
ability to access, publish, and maintain digital spaces is relevant to the topic at hand. In the
digital humanities, preserving data is just as important as having connection in the first place,
and so the focus of this chapter’s case study is the question of digital preservation and Nebraska
museums.
Per Dr. Timothy Obermeir’s recent article in Great Plains Research, in 2018, 86 percent
of Nebraska households had access to the internet and 82 percent had broadband speeds (2018,
150). Fourteen percent of Nebraskans did not have internet access but, of the 86 percent which
did, 1.5 percent used dial-up, 4 percent satellite, and 19 percent digital subscriber line-enabled
phone internet (DSL). For reference, for the slowest options, older dial-up download and upload
speed maxes out at 0.056 megabits per second (mbps) or 56 kilobits per second, satellite ranges
from 40,000 to 150,000 mbps, about 1000 times faster than dial-up (BroadbandNow 2022;
Cooper 2021). The fastest internet providers in Nebraska are CenturyLink and Cox, fiber
networks with speeds maxing at to 940 mbps or over, meaning that some residents have access to
internet speeds that are over 16,000 times faster than the fastest dial-up subscriber. As seen in
Figure 4.4, while a great deal of work took place over four years, the internet infrastructure in
western and central Nebraska was simply behind other parts of the state, with some regions
reliant on only satellite and dial-up connections. This led to an unequal landscape of digital
access in Nebraska.
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Figure 4.4. Comparison of broadband network availability throughout the state from 2010 to 2014.
Source: Nebraska Broadband. Source: https://broadband.nebraska.gov/about-nebraskabroadband/impacts-and-reports.

Digital spaces are increasingly important within museums, the humanities, and society as
a whole. Nearly everyone has a smartphone these days, and many in the youngest generation
have grown up with devices as a constant presence. Because of this, museums at every scale,
from international to small community, are integrating digital spaces into historical ones. On
interpretive displays, some museums have begun including quick response codes, or QR codes,
linking visitors to additional information, or including some form of text asking visitors to refer
to their website. Other initiatives include the development of virtual tours, allowing remote
guests to visit a museum from thousands of miles away, and the digitization of part or all of a
museum’s archives and special collections.
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This is not to say that digital preservation is the end-all-be-all solution to preserving
historical content. Depending upon its designed form, digital content and spaces must be actively
maintained and updated to align with software and internet capabilities. For example, the
decommissioning of Adobe Flash Player on December 31, 2020 has resulted in the unusability of
any applications that run with Flash, further ensuing an incalculable number of broken sites and
internet content. In addition, if an image is uploaded to display on a website using a specific path
from the original computer, and the original file location is changed in some way, the website
image will fail to load and show a small broken image icon, as seen in Figure 4.5.

Figure 4.5. Screenshot of the Murdock Historical Society and Museum’s website, which is notably
broken and out of date. Source: http://www.murdockmuseum.com/.

Figures 4.5 and 4.6 represent the implosion of digital content without continual
maintenance. Murdock Historical Society in Cass County displays some banners of text which
are still legible or even moving across the screen, and some of the site’s links still work, but as
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seen by the broken image icons and the old copyright date, it appears that there has been a lack
of digital maintenance in the past decade. Murdock Historical Society does have an active
Facebook page, with the same webmaster’s name from the original website listed as the main
email contact on the new page. In Figure 10, Pierce Historical Society’s main site page is shown
with pale puzzle pieces on buttons across the page. These represent Flash-enabled applications
on the site, which are of course no longer usable. The only accessible link on the page goes to the
36th Annual Threshing Bee, which includes dates from 2012. Like Murdock Historical Society,
Pierce Historical Society also has a Facebook page, although it has not been updated since July
2021.

Figure 4.6. Screenshot of Pierce Historical Society Museum Complex’s website. This is not their main
form of social media but is still accessible to any online visitor. Source: https://ptcnet.net/museum/.

As explored in the previous chapter, it is a reasonable expectation in the modern age for
museums and historical sites to have accessible and up-to-date websites, if not social media
accounts. Much of the literature in digital humanities looks at the actions of art museums to
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digitize their content and expand their online presence, but the same concepts apply to historical
museums as well. According to Paul F. Marty, the role of digital museum resources in online
visitors’ lives is questioned in regard to how online visitors use them, the role of these resources
in performing “common museum activities,” and how visitors view the differences between
museums and their websites (2008, 82). He also found that digital museum users are likely to
make frequent visits to both physical and digital sites and will use a wide variety of digital
resources in their daily lives (95).
This being said, the survey respondents were more likely to use digital resources if the
virtual and physical environments of the museum were heavily integrated, meaning that the
museum must make the location and use of resources as easy as possible for visitors (Marty
2008, 96). Digital visitors also had preferences for the types of digital resources offered online,
like purchasing tickets ahead of time and planning future visits, in order to maximize in-person
time at the museum with viewing and touring galleries (97).
In addition to basic utility, the aesthetics of a website are also important. One evaluation
of four museum websites in 2015 even found that website design aesthetics had the overall
strongest effect on visitors’ impression of the museum, and that having the ability to manipulate
images on the site (e.g., zoom in, download, print) yielded the greatest motivation to return to the
digital site or visit the physical site (Lopatovska 98). Thus, while website design may seem a
frivolous point in the question of “how are Nebraska museums doing in their construction and
presentation of the West?,” it is possibly part of the argument that certain museums in the state
simply have access to social and financial resources that others do not.
With the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of digital spaces has become even more
important. In a 2021 article in Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, researchers at
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the University of Manchester found that online engagement with museum content and practices
around data in institutions have changed dramatically, and that digital management of collections
access and organization has become increasingly important to staff and general public (Noehrer,
Gilmore, Jay and Yehudi 2021). Museum closures during the early part of the pandemic were
either helped or hampered by institutional approaches to digital collections management and
operations, and innovation came through “hybrid materialities” of technological strategies which
bridged digital and analogue resources. The social missions of many museums to engage,
educate, and entertain their audiences while also maintaining and preserving collections were
reflected in staff frustrations over pre-pandemic online operations and digitization action, and
subsequent developed strategies and virtual spaces.
This brings the question, how have Nebraska museums navigated the digital arena,
especially in these troubling times? Relating to previous chapters’ points, there is a divide in the
state as to how museums present themselves, possibly due to funding, staffing, and skill with
technology. While not directly related to the COVID-19 Pandemic, multiple museums have
taken it upon themselves to expand the access and reach past their physical space, creating
content to add to classroom discussions, bring visitors to the museum virtually, and preserve oral
histories of regional residents. As explored in Chapter 3, some museums in the state have
provided online virtual tours of their physical space, perpetually available online at the
Washington County Museum, John G. Neihardt State Historic Site, and the State Natural History
Museum, or available on demand at many other museums. Many others have created online
educational content, most notably the Wessels Living History Farm with their digital history
project detailing five decades of Nebraska farming and social history, and the Stuhr Museum’s
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in-person and virtual Heritage Activities for Today’s Students (HATS) classes, amongst other
museums which have provided basic lesson plans for educators.
Drawing once again from the original list of sites which feature Western history, I
conducted a brief analysis of which museums had up-to-date digital media, including social
media as well as regular websites. To note if a website was up-to-date, I would check for
recently posted information such as upcoming events, and integration with social media
platforms such as Facebook or Twitter. From this analysis I ended up with 108 museums which
had up-to-date websites, forty-one museums which did not have up-to-date websites, and fortynine museums which had no website. I then categorized the museums by theming to better
understand the distribution of distinct types of museums in each of these groups. The spatial
distribution is seen in the below Figure 4.7, and each grouping’s distribution is further visualized
with a simple pie graph.
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Figure 4.7: Map of Nebraska museums’ website status. Created by the author.

The majority of museums with up-to-date information tend to reside in the eastern part of
the state, and along primary highways like I-80. In more rural and less populated areas, there is a
tendency toward having no websites available. In terms of eastern and western differences, once
again assigned using US 183 which runs north-south between Lexington in Dawson County and
Kearney in Buffalo County, fifty-four sites resided in the west and 133 in the east. Of the fiftyfour western sites, twenty-six had up-to-date websites, nine were not up-to-date, and nineteen
had no website, or represented in percentages, 48-/17-/35. Of the 133 sites in the east, seventytwo had up-to-date websites, thirty-one were not up-to-date, and thirty had no website, or
54/23/23. While the regions do not have the same spatial distribution of website status, notably
with not-up-to-date and no website, the vast majority of sites in Nebraska do retain up-to-date
information.
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Looking at each group specifically, visualized in Figure 4.8, in the group categorized as
"up-to-date,” the 110 identified museums had some sign that the website was being actively
maintained, such as a recent event being posted on the website, an upcoming event this year, or a
noticeable change in the website’s format since the beginning of this research. This group had
the most diverse array of themes, visualized in the pie chart in Figure 11. The largest included
thematic group in this data set is “Pioneer,” with thirty-eight sites, followed by “Local,” with
thirty-five sites, and “Mixed,” with sixteen sites.

Figure 4.8: Pie chart of thematic distribution of up-to-date website museums.

What is notable about this array of museums is that fourteen out of the fifteen original
study themes are represented in the final analysis, with “Agriculture” excluded from this
grouping. However, this group probably had the most well-funded museums in the state, with
names like the State Natural History Museum, Homestead National Historic Park and Agate
Fossil Beds National Monument appearing on the list. For government-supported sites with well-
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funded interests and resources, it is a basic requirement that these sites have up-to-date
information, as well as digitally accessible research and learning materials.
For the group categorized as "not up-to-date,” thirty-nine museums had no sign that the
website was either being actively maintained, or simply had no recent events posted in the past
two years, as visualized in Figure 4.9. With the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in March of
2020, a frequent drop in maintenance starts in the Spring 2020 season for many museums in this
group. As seen in Figure 12, the majority of museums in this group are themed as “Local,” their
last dated updates may even be earlier, as seen in website copyright dates or events which
happened last decade, followed by “Mixed.” Eight out of fifteen of the study themes are
represented in this group, a sharp drop from the previous category.

Figure 4.9: Pie chart of thematic distribution of not up-to-date website museums.

Of these local and mixed themed museums, nineteen could be classified as some sort of
county, community, or regional historical society. While an analysis of these museums’ patrons
was not a part of this study, one could make the argument that the primary visitor group of these
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sites may tend to be locals who are already familiar with the museum or those who do not use
online information to gauge whether or not they visit a site. A further possibility is that these
sites do not have frequent enough events to necessitate an up-to-date website or rely on analog
forms of communication with their patrons.

Figure 4.10: Pie chart of thematic distribution of no website museums.

Lastly, visualized in Figure 4.10, museums classified as "no website,” forty-nine
museums simply had no identifiable web presence other than the initial “Visit t Nebraska”
webpage. This also includes no Facebook or other social media page to represent the museum,
and city tourism webpages were also not counted. While this may seem like an unnecessarily
specific categorization, city web pages on local museums are often static pages in and of
themselves and are only updated to change hours or possibly the names of active board members.
Figure 4.11 also shows the domination of “Local” theming in this group (n=29), and the
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significantly smaller array of only six unique themes amongst this group. Thirteen of the fortynine sites were only represented on city government or tourism sites, and while some of these
pages might represent the themes and exhibit design of respective museums, many simply list the
museum leaders and visiting hours as seen in Figure 24 with the Schuyler/Colfax County
Museum. Two museums in this group and their exhibit information were also only represented
on LASR.net, a leisure and sport themed travel website which primarily features sites and tips
for Great Plains states. The website has not had a post since May of 2017, so it is also out of
date. This was the only group where most categorized sites were found in the western half of the
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state. The western half of Nebraska is significantly less populated and still has less access to
internet infrastructure than the eastern half.

Conclusion
It must be noted how the scope of museum historical topics narrows with limited social
media. Whether or not this specifically points to a lack of digital infrastructure, technological
savvy, or small communities which function on word-of-mouth, this case study illuminates the
digital divide in museum work across the state. This digital divide, while possibly limiting the

Figure 4.11: Screenshot of Schuyler/Colfax County Museum page on the Schuyler, Nebraska City
website. Source: https://schuylernebraska.net/points-of-interest/museum/.
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full potential of certain museums, does not impede the passionate work and care of museum
caretakers and volunteers.
In my initial research finding information on museums with no websites or non-up-todate information, often a quick phone call or simple email was all that was necessary to find out
more. Perhaps that speaks to the preservation and longevity of these sites; without the hard and
often thankless work of museum employees and volunteers, these sites simply would not exist.
Some of this work is quite heroic, with figures like Cathleen Van Winkle literally crawling
through a deteriorating sewer pipe to investigate the plight of her museum, to the more mundane,
such as an elderly retiree spending a few evenings a week acting as a volunteer docent at her
local historical society, or area high schoolers coming to clean storage cabinets for service-hours.
Neither is superior to the other; instead, they are both a deeply necessary part of the whole.
Much of the preservation work in the state is actualized by regular people who are
passionate about their community history. While state and federal institutions have set the
standards of officially designating a historical site as significant, most of the demanding work in
researching, preserving, and fighting for sites is done by volunteers. Digital spaces have become
an increasingly important topic of museum and preservation studies, and while social media is
not a required format of museum communication, its potential for bringing in patrons, money,
and support cannot be ignored. As demonstrated by acute events like the 2019 floods, the
dedicated and consistent work of the entire community body can be all that prevents a museum
from complete destruction. This all-hands-on-deck response, however, requires a large pool of
enthusiastic participants, and museums with an active social media following, such as Pierce
Historical Society, are much more successful at rousing support.
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What is the subsequent value of place-based memory to communities, then? To places
like the Nebraska Prairie Museum, perhaps their value is the history and potential for community
togetherness. To places like Mayhew Cabin and Genoa Indian School, their value is their history
and practice of fighting to survive and teach future generations of their experiences. While these
particular museums have been working against institutional and environmental issues to stay
operating and standing, it is truly the work of their respective communities that has asserted the
place’s history and commemoration, and therefore its right to be preserved for future
generations.
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CHAPTER FIVE
INTERPRETING MYTH: THE ROLE OF MUSEUMS IN PRESERVING MYTHS OF
THE WEST

What is your most distinct memory of visiting a museum as a child? I distinctly
remember my grandmother pulling a rollerball perfume out of her bottomless purse and applying
it to my wrists when we visited the Milwaukee Public Museum. We then walked to the Puelicher
Butterfly Garden exhibit and held out our arms, waiting in anticipation for interested butterflies.
Afterwards, we walked past the hanging humpback whale skeleton to Streets of Old Milwaukee
and ran along the cobble streets to the working candy shop.
Visits to museums with family or on school fieldtrips, alongside the culture we are raised
in, inform our understanding of the past and the landscapes in which we live. Children are
impressionable, so early lessons about history and landscape can be very formative. Thus, as
indicative of my experience, our first viewing of our nation’s history through wax figure displays
or historical preservation projects influence our impressions of history as adults.
The focus of this chapter is museums’ interpretation of their artifacts and exhibits through
these myths. How do Nebraskan museums preserve narratives of the West through their exhibits
and, therefore, create landscapes of interpretation and commemoration? To better understand our
construction of the past, a case study highlighting examples of museums commemorating the
West is featured.

Frequent Myths of the West
Kathleen Norris’ book Dakota: A Spiritual Geography was written from the author’s
travels in the Dakotas during the 1980s and reflects upon the landscape and the culture of the
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people who have created places on the High Plains. In one chapter, she considers the words of a
woman in her early thirties, who said that people in her small town wanted to go back to how it
was twenty years prior (Norris 1993, 45). To the people in that small town, it represented their
paradise on earth, where the dreams of their homesteader forefathers were being realized and life
was best when undisturbed by progress (46). However, like many towns across the Great Plains,
that paradise is now filled with the remnants of previous post-office communities, representing
the boom-and-bust-period of early European-American settlement, and is populated by a small
fraction of its original inhabitants. “Paradise wasn’t self-sufficient after all, and the attitude and
the belief that it ever was is part of the reason it’s gone,” Norris says, as progress in industry and
social development is often met with rejection to preserve the myth of the past (47). While this
book was written nearly three decades ago, its words still ring true in its consideration of the
myths that form the landscape of the plains. Myths often do not preserve the past, as “people
have been writing it the way they wished it had been,” instead of presenting the sometimespainful historical truth (81).
Instead, myths are told as a foundational part of our socialization in the United States. At
the beginning of our education, students are taught the story of the Pilgrims sailing over from
Europe on the Mayflower, which is a foundational myth about the creation of America (Paul
2014, 137). The Pilgrims, or the “first Americans,” and their society developed the spirit of
American exceptionalism, idealism, and morality, which form the basis of the myth of the
American promised land (139). Thus, the ideas about the Pilgrims and New England were used,
in part, to justify Manifest Destiny and the genocide of indigenous people. Of course, as
children, this subtext is not said out-loud. Instead, we construct historically inaccurate native
headbands with feathers and pilgrim hats out of construction paper, and perhaps give a play on
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how the relationship between colonizers and indigenous people was perfectly cooperative and
kind. The remainder of our education tends to corroborate this idealism.
Related to this ideal of cooperation is the myth of the American Melting Pot, which is
also dominant in our socialization and education. The myth stipulated that through the
integration and assimilation of immigrants into society, this country is in a state of constant
change and transformation (Paul 2014, 258). While this myth is used to teach about a cohesive
and cooperative American society, it has also been used “as an instrument of forced acculturation
and violent assimilation,” leaving the question of “who is in the ‘pot’ and who is doing the
‘melting’” (259)”. As such, it is present in historical retellings of the past when indigenous
people are forced off their land into reservations, making room for the whites to “settle” and
americanize the land. Furthermore, this myth extends to the issue of population decline in the
Great Plains. As Norris explores in the chapter “Gatsby on the Plains,” “small towns need a
degree of insularity to preserve themselves,” but outsiders who challenge the established morals
and ideals of these communities are driven to assimilate or move on to different pastures (1993,
61).
As is being explored throughout this thesis, the mythical American West involves the
ideal of agrarianism and rurality, the frontier being a space of great societal transformation as the
margins of society are extended towards the wilderness (Paul 2014, 312). The idea of rugged
individualism and lifting oneself up by their bootstraps comes from the settlement and
romanticization of the frontier and continues to feed assumptions that we live in a classless
society which is perfectly democratic, free, and equal for every citizen (368). This feeds into
another myth, the “self-made man,” which largely only applies to heterosexual, white, Protestant
men who owned land or received wealth from their established families. American myths of the
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past consequently shape our perceptions of class and what it means to be an American, which is
why it ’is important that institutions deconstruct and ameliorate the ways that their exhibits and
historical materials assert structures of white supremacy and misogyny.

Myths and foundations of the “Wild West”
The “Wild West” presents itself as an interesting off-shoot of the myth of the West as
described by Paul. When the frontier “closed” in 1890, southern Americans created “new ordeals
of courage” through the cowboy and gunfighter archetype (Christensen 2008, 314-5). The South,
which “inherited a taint upon their masculinity” for losing the Civil War, created a new ideal of a
man: the gun-toting cowboy, one who favored anarchy, excess, and adventure in the face of other
gunslingers or Indians. This character inflated the original draws of the frontier and demonstrated
his masculinity through his search for the diminishing wilderness and his skills as a killer.
Civilization, largely associated with circuit preachers and any femininity, was a threat to this
kind of life, as it stifled this form of self-deterministic anarchy.
Thus, when stories about the Wild West were and often still are written, the protagonist is
usually a lone-wolf gunslinger on his horse who clears out entire towns with his terrifying
presence; his primary goal in life is to roam at the beat of his own drum. The constant fight of the
gunslinger was a part of a contentious balance, with not only the white man’s conquest for land,
but also their continual longing for freedom in the wilderness, buffered by those native to the
land (318). In Nebraska, arguably the most prolific representation of this is through Buffalo
Bill’s Wild West Show, represented by two museums in the state, Buffalo Bill Ranch State Park
and Fort Cody Trading Post, both in North Platte, which will be discussed later in this chapter.
William F. Cody, whose stage name was Buffalo Bill, founded his Wild West show in
1883, which “depicted” America’s history across the country and world “as a series of frontier
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epochs” (Warren 2003, 49). With the European tour and subsequent mass popularity of his show,
Buffalo Bill became the “cultural ambassador” of the American frontier to Europeans and was
associated with the “excitement and romance” of the landscape (Johnston 2018, 74). Cody
himself even understood the importance of linking his name to the idea and experience of the
Wild West, solidifying his image as a true frontiersman; ‘his performance simultaneously
validated and called into question his own imposture as a “genuine” frontiersman’ (Warren 2005,
164).
In his analysis of Cody’s life and legacy through the lens of his Wild West show, Warren
argues that in the first act of the show, the “Pony Express,” the imagery of man and his trusty
steed symbolized the simplicity of the frontier before communication technologies, as well as the
expansion of the republic through “the grafting of the Far West onto America” (2005, 24).
Furthermore, the Pony Express was the symbol of connecting people and place across far
expanses, particularly extended families broken apart by men’s wanderlust or avariciousness,
and formed the first fragile webs of correspondence from the West. In extension, Cody’s first act
of his show and the historical mail-service that it dramatized represented the reconnection of
families pulled apart by the conflicts of the West, and hypermasculine heroes which made it
possible (26). His reenactment of “Custer’s Last Fight” became the most spectacular part of the
show, largely representing imperial expansion, racial anxieties in American society, and “the
survival of white masculinity” after the Civil War (Warren 2003, 50). According to Western
scholars like Richard Slotkin and Richard White, the threat against white masculinity and
subsequent masculine anxiety were the primary focus of Cody’s shows, which ran from 1883 to
1916 (1992, 74-79; 1994, 27-34). Most show climaxes featured a white home under attack,
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featuring a woman as the presence of femininity and domesticity within the masculine
wilderness (55).
As such, within the construction of the myth of the Wild West, the domestication and
feminization of the country through the settlement of women and families was a necessary part
of asserting white masculinity and power on the landscape (which was threatened by indigenous
people), and therefore self-determination. Many current representations of the Wild West only
feature women as prostitutes or widows, like what will be explored at Dobby’s Frontier Town
brothel in Alliance, as unsullied femininity was largely seen as incompatible with the anarchic
masculine ideal of the West, despite women being the “chief civilizing agents on the frontier”
(Jensen and Miller 1980, 179.). Traditional images of women in the West can be organized into
four stereotyped categories; “the gentle tamers, sunbonneted helpmates, hell-raisers, and bad
women.”
The gentle tamers and sunbonneted helpmates place women and femininity as the
delicate and moral civilizers who cleaned up after uncouth men, or as the ever-dutiful pioneer
wife sacrificing the comforts back east for her husband’s freedom in the West (180). Hell-raisers
and bad women similarly overlap with one another, representing those who “acted more like men
than women” who competed with male gunslingers and cowboys, or were “soiled doves” who
worked in taverns and bordellos (Jensen and Miller 1980, 181). These traditional stereotypes all
place women in comparison to men on the frontier, specifically their dominance or submission to
men and the raw masculine energy of the West. This type of historical and social narrative,
despite being deconstructed and rejected by critical scholars like Jensen and Miller for many
decades now, is still prevalent in Nebraska museums and educational institutions today.
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Our socialization and the myths we learn will of course differ depending upon our
cultural and historical background. As someone who grew up in southern Wisconsin, my
impression of what is “Western” will differ from someone who grew up in New Hampshire, or
someone who grew up in Nebraska. As someone who grew up two generations separated from
farming, my impression of the West relates more to the pushing of the frontier line,
homesteading, and, of course, the television trope of “cowboys and Indians.” As many of the
great scholars in human and cultural geography have said, our individual experiences form our
perceptions of and therefore knowledge of the world (Meinig 1979; Tuan 2001). Consequently,
the displays and exhibits shown by our local museum, and therefore the topics that are given
importance within the community, shape visitors’ perceptions of and knowledge of history. If
our local historical institutions and educators only describe a white version of history where
indigenous people are a scourge to be repelled and/or destroyed, then this is the dominant idea of
history with which we will grow up.
Take, for example, my previous perception concerning the role of Mormonism and the
Church of the Latter-day Saints on the Western landscape. My history education taught me a
basic narrative about the Church: that followers of Joseph Smith and Brigham Young emigrated
westward to escape religious persecution and practice their religion as they pleased. However,
upon doing the research I found my own construction of the Western narrative was limiting.
Followers left western Illinois in February of 1846 and traveled across Iowa Territory, gathering
at the Winter Quarters in what is now Florence, Nebraska, for the cold season (The Church of
Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints n.d.), and pushing on to the Great Salt Lake Valley the
following year after one of Young’s revelations. The path along which they traveled (through
Illinois, Iowa, Nebraska, Wyoming, and Utah), eventually became known as the Mormon Trail.
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As such, there are multiple sites in Nebraska and the West which commemorate past Mormon
travelers, and their history can easily be translated through the lens of American mythology.
Revisiting the example of Homestead National Historical Park, this place can be
interpreted through all these myths’ lenses: the Park is 1) a part of the land which is rightfully
owned and subsequently developed by European-Americans, 2) who came from diverse
backgrounds but came together to form a society, and 3) homesteading is the peak contribution
of frontier society: the homesteader being the truest form of a strong American. As we will see in
this study, these interpretations, though seemingly a bit fanciful, are all present within the
narratives of museums and historical societies in Nebraska.

Nebraska Museums’ Reproduction of Myth
When walking through a museum, it is easy to notice certain exhibit production themes.
Traditional large museums may feature a large open hall, with spaces subdivided into
geographic, thematic, or chronological areas. For example, Lincoln’s University of Nebraska
State Museum: Morrill Hall has natural sciences and biology on the first floor, paleontology of
the state on the second floor, evolution and geology on the third floor, and ecology and
conservation on the fourth floor (University of Nebraska State Museum of Natural History
2022). In cases of older museums which are progressively updated, some theming will
understandably be out of place.
Exhibit design and museum presentations of the past play an active role in a community’s
construction of a mythological past. Their exhibits, interpretive tours, and education all preserve
and support the proliferation of certain historical myths. For example, a tour of a historical town
which only includes history about the “Big Men” in its past and excludes women and people of
color may have less aware patrons leave with an impression that only white men have impacted
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history, solidifying their perception that marginalized groups have only been societally active
within the past century. As such, historical institutions have a responsibility to update their
interpretation of a site as soon as updated information becomes available.
Freeman Tilden, an American writer who is most well-known for his seminal 1957 work
Interpreting Our Heritage, created six guiding principles for interpretation in heritage and
natural spaces; interpretation must be relational, revelational, artistic, provocational, comparable
for adults and children, and be able to stand on its own as a relevant piece of information (Craig
2007, 18). He generally defined interpretation as an educational public service through which the
meaning of a place is revealed to visitors through their five senses but split it into two concepts
for interpreters’ personal and public use (Tilden 2007, 25-33). The first concept of interpretation
is that of a personal revelation of a larger truth for one’s life and experience. For example,
outside of a formal educational tour, perhaps at Homestead National Historical Park, a visitor
may gaze upon the Freeman School Prairie, one the last remaining pieces of unplowed prairie in
the eastern part of the state and have a sense of extreme smallness amongst the grasses and wideopen sky. The second involves establishing contact and communication with laypeople, fostering
curiosity in the name of spiritual and intellectual enrichment (Tilden 2007, 33). Tilden offers
these conceptualizations as a starting point for interpreters, and they are helpful in one’s
consideration of Western myths within museum spaces.
Living history museums also play an active role in the construction of a mythological
past. While institutions and interpreters have gotten better at interpreting complex and painful
parts of history, many are still stuck in old or incomplete narratives due to the service economy,
racial anxieties, or plain ignorance. Amy Tyson’s ethnography of two Midwestern living history
museums explores the issues of museum interpreters providing customer service while also
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interpreting a difficult and contentious past (Tyson 2008, 247). Interpretation at its most basic
form is a service position, where workers directly interact with customers and clients to keep
them satisfied. Customers bring money to the museum, and if that museum is in a rural and
economically depressed area, it is not in the museum’s best interest to upset its clientele. As
service workers, interpreters also perform emotional labor to produce comfort for its patrons,
which ultimately shapes the final historical product at these types of sites (Tyson 2008, 248).
One of the sites surveyed by Tyson, Historic Fort Snelling in the Twin Cities region,
frequently had interpreters discern “comfort cues” of visitors to gauge their emotional comfort
with difficult topics like slavery or racism and elect to expand their interpretation depending
upon the situation (258). Interviewed employees pointed out the inherent conflict between
providing quality customer service while also teaching the horrible truths of history to diverse
audiences, saying that it is safer for them to direct guests to their own research on topics than to
speak freely (257). On the topic of slavery, higher management did not have the time or possibly
interest to educate themselves on such difficult topics, so employees were instructed to “not
make a big deal out of it and try to make it palatable to visitors,” such as focusing on “happy role
models” like George Bonga and Harriet Robinson Scott (254). Such results in a limited narrative
which often avoids difficult topics that may alienate or offend museum visitors and continues the
use of false or simplified myths of the West.
Per Tilden, interpretation is a form of education, as most guests would not benefit from
viewing static objects with no defined meaning, and “storytelling is essential to historic
interpretation” (Tilden 2007, 43). In the modern era, traditional interpretations of historical
spaces focusing only on white, masculine, wealthy, and Christian perspectives are no longer
relevant (Gaston 2019, 20). In their master’s thesis, Hannah Gaston defines four
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recommendations for best practices in storytelling: 1) “Include Diverse Stories and Narratives”
by recognizing and including new perspectives whenever possible, 2) “Connect the Past to the
Present” by making modern connections to the site and topic, 3) “Build Shared Authority” within
the community, and 4) “Make the Human Connection” by treating the site as continuously
inhabited yet interactive for visitors (Gaston 2019, 86-94). Storytelling is a long, intensive, and
continuous service for patrons to better understand a site’s importance in history and, therefore,
whenever possible, historical institutions must do their best to continuously update interpretative
practice and content.
A common trope in museum narratives (and therefore the creation of myth) is to place
indigenous history adjacent to natural history. This is seen specifically in Washington County
Museum’s exhibit layout (explorable with their virtual tour page), the UNL state museum, and
many other museums throughout the state and country. Some national and regional museums
have recently updated their collections to be more sensitive to stereotypes against indigenous
people, or even inclusive of native voices in planning and curation. For example, the American
Museum of Natural History recently updated one of its displays by including new interpretation
printed on the retaining glass, offering viewers a chance to “reconsider [the] scene” (Fota 2019).
The Chicago Field Museum has also nearly completed their renovation of the Native North
American Hall, which has not been updated since the early 1950s, in order for the space to be
more dynamic and representative of the vast diversity of indigenous experiences, more
accessible, and feature native voices and perspectives as anchors for the hall (Wali, Roberts and
Suzukovich 2018).
Having the resources of a large museum does not necessarily lead to perfectly curated
exhibitions on native history. Referring to a previous example, in Lincoln’s State Museum at

157

Morrill Hall, the third floor of the museum features an exhibit titled “First Peoples of the Plains:
Traditions Shaped by Land & Sky,” renovated from the original Native American gallery in
2011 (Today@UNL 2011). A temporary exhibit titled Poop & Paws was placed near this exhibit
in February 2021. Though the state museum has just recently completed a massive renovation
project on the fourth floor, and presumably had limited space to place a new exhibit in before
construction, its ultimate location next to an exhibit which seeks to place indigenous people in
the present and celebrate their culture is questionable, if not insulting.
This being said, many smaller community museums simply do not have the budget or
scholars to adequately update and rewrite their exhibits, resulting in stereotypical depictions of
indigenous people and separating their artifacts from their culture. Furthermore, natural history
practices are still guided by original assumptions of anthropology, civilizational hierarchy (with
Northern European cultures at the top), “salvage” anthropology of “primitive” cultures’
materials, and the segregation of non-European peoples into special exhibit spaces from
Europeans (Rodriguez 2020).
Danielle LaVaque-Manty commented on this phenomenon in her online article “There
are Indians in the Museum of Natural History,” noting that in the history of natural history
museums, their content included all which was indigenous to the North American continent
(2000, 71). Many nineteenth century anthropologists who studied indigenous groups and their
cultures considered “them as representatives of ‘the human past’,” so when it appeared that they
“were on their way to extinction” scholars rushed to study and understand them before they were
all gone (73).
Another way to describe this phenomenon is the myth of the “Vanishing Indian.” Of
course, this “extinction” was hurried along by European American policies to “kill the Indian,
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save the man,” but today in the era of tribal self-determination, indigenous peoples and their
cultures continue to survive despite state-sanctioned cultural and ethnic genocide. LaVaqueManty also notes the European tendency to document “authentic” native culture and materials,
pushing away evidence of cultural diffusion with European explorers (e.g., modern knives, nails)
in preference of showing original pre-contact artifacts. As such, when one visits a local small
museum, if there is an exhibit on indigenous people, most of the artifacts shown will be of dug
up arrowheads, tobacco pipes, and deerskin moccasins, stuck in time. Interviewed by Fota in
2019, Bradley Pecore, an indigenous historian, commented on these types of natural history
museums: “I’ve walked through different museums, and when you see Native people, they’re in
the corner playing with stones. We never arrive to be fully modern humans.”
Perhaps it is not fair to compare the Museum of Natural History in New York City with
Nebraska’s Trails & Rails Museum in Kearney, or the Museum of the Fur Trade in Chadron.
Larger museums that have been established for longer periods of time have wealth and status to
draw on when revamping their exhibit space. Smaller museums and historical societies often
have budgets and objects donated by generous community patrons to shape their displays, so
calling for smaller museums to update their exhibition spaces can be a form of classism. Lowbudget alternatives to updating exhibits or displays exist, like the Museum of Natural History
simply printing on glass to offer additional interpretation, rather than gutting and redoing an
entire display case. Furthermore, historical societies in smaller communities are often formed of
volunteers, frequently retirees, who may not have the access to research facilities, time to update
exhibition halls, or education towards updated perspectives on historical topics.
A previous position of mine was working as a historical interpreter at Historic Eidem
Farm in Brooklyn Park, Minnesota, just north of Minneapolis. It is primarily staffed by seasonal
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workers, who spend just as much time maintaining the grounds and gardens as they do actively
creating illustrations of the past for visitors. Any updates to storytelling have been a part of long
multi-year interpretation plans involving the local city government and are slow to progress due
to staffing and funding. Many of our artifacts were gifts from the community, either formally
donated or left in the parking lot in front of the locked gate. One individual even left a live
chicken to join our flock. As such, most of our completely excluded other groups which
populated Hennepin County within a similar timeframe to the Eidem family, only featuring
Scandinavian farmer material culture. In situations like these, there is a fear that, without
museum objects to represent different voices, we cannot create a true story or a correct and
respectful character without documents and artifacts (Bain 2019). Aja Bain references the
historical interpretation of Mount Vernon and fictitious characters created to tell the story of the
past in her answer:
But we have to ask ourselves what is truly disrespectful: coming up with a character like
Lizzie Mae because you do not have the complete story of any one maid, or letting
visitors walk through the rooms of Mount Vernon not comprehending the work and
constant presence of enslaved people at all?
Many museums claim to be a “politically or racially neutral space,” but this is a fallacy;
museums’ decisions are shaped by perspectives based in colonialist and imperialist foundations,
in addition to a culture and society which supports white supremacy (Kohl and halter 2021). By
not engaging and staying silent on difficult topics like racism, misogyny, and prejudice,
museums preserve and propagate structures of white supremacy by only using white, colonialist,
and patriarchal perspectives. For example, if Black Americans are only present in museum
retellings of slavery, police and state violence, and their migration to industrial urban centers,
and histories celebrating Black successes like homesteader “colonies” are only discussed within
specific academic and family circles, they are excluded from the collective national memory.
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Despite limiting economic and social factors to enacting change in interpretation, museums still
“control the narratives and stories they tell and display,” which may be seen as fact by
uneducated patrons and thus socialize them into accepting historical myths.
Continuing onto the case study of this chapter, I do not wish to claim that every museum
which does not represent biracial, indigenous, other people of color (“BIPOC”) and women’s
stories in history is racist and sexist. I do, however, seek to point out how narratives support
colonialist, imperialist, patriarchal and racist ideas in this country and the world. Museums have
a responsibility as interpretive spaces to tell visitors the full truth of history, but when
considering the geographical and social landscape of Nebraska, there are limits to people’s
access to information, funding, and trained individuals. As said previously, many of the smaller
museums and historical societies featured in this thesis do not have access to the same financial
or social resources that large museums and historical sites do, and, therefore, their exhibits tend
to be less up to date. Some of these museums do not even have a functioning website, possibly
symbolizing the organization’s ability to update any information, or even the community’s
limited connection to broadband internet. I have also found obituaries for individuals listed as the
primary contact for a historical society. In that respect, museums' reproduction of myth is far
more complicated than irresponsible or malicious story telling.
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Thematic Research of Myths in Nebraska’s Museums Case Study

Figure 5.1. Vintage postcard with Nebraska’s previous state marketing slogan; “Welcome to
Nebraskaland… where the West begins.” Source: Clark Grell 2014, Lincoln Journal Star.
https://journalstar.com/what-s-nebraska-s-slogan/article_fd257fa7-629c-543f-87686314ddf07f9d.html.
In Figure 5.1, this vintage-themed postcard advertises Nebraska as “where the West
begins,” depicting the rugged rock outcroppings found in the western part of the state and a
covered ox-pulled wagon in the foreground (Grell 2014). A man rides in the front, and the barrel
of his rifle is clearly visible. This kind of scene is immediately interpreted as a scene of the Old
West, with white settlers like this man traveling from out east in their wagons to the West to
settle the frontier. It speaks to the American myths of rugged individualism and the selfdetermination of the free frontier, as well as the lone wolf masculinity of the Wild West (though
viewers cannot be sure that the man’s family is not riding behind him). This image is easily
interpreted by Americans as representative of pioneer history, due to our socialization and
education of history through schools and historical institutions. However, as the leading question
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of this chapter asks, how do Nebraskan museums present and preserve narratives of the West
through their exhibits? Furthermore, through the creation of these exhibits, how do museums
form landscapes of interpretation and commemoration at local, regional, and state-wide scales?
To start this analysis, I turned to my primary spreadsheet of museums that featured
Western themes (e.g., agriculture, frontier settlement, railroads), which during my initial
exploration, I identified fifteen general interpretive themes of each site outside of the original
types listed on the raw list (Figure 5.2). These represent the main type of historical information
presented by the museum. For example, the Agate Fossil Beds National Monument primarily
focuses on the environmental history of the region, such as archeological finds and physical
geography. The largest specific thematic group is pioneer history with forty-six data entries. It is
only passed up by sixty-eight other entries that could only be categorized as “local,” many of
which are either community or county historical societies, or simply have no useful online
presence to efficiently gauge a theme past its VisitNebraska’s descriptive text.
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Figure 5.2. Map of thematic analysis of museums across the state from Chapter Two. “Local”
is the largest distinction, followed by “pioneer.”. Visualized by the author. Base map made
with Natural Earth and TIGER/Line shapefiles.

For the sake of proper understanding, a full analysis of this map and its points will be
conducted in Chapter Five. Like Chapter Three, I pulled sixteen museums of interest from my
original large spreadsheett (Table 5.1). These museums were notable in their presentation of the
past (e.g., living history, constructed buildings), diversity in exhibits, dedication to online access
of materials, or were simply standout institutions in the state.
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Museum
Antelope County Museum
Washington County Museum
Mormon Trail Center
Trails & Rails Museum
Dobby's Frontier Town
Homestead National
Historical Park
Stuhr Museum of the Prairie
Pioneer
Wessels Living History Farm
Genoa Indian Industrial
School
John G. Neihardt State
Historic Site
Agate Fossil Beds National
Monument
Legacy of the Plains
Lewis and Clark Visitor
Center

Location
Neligh, Antelope County
Fort Calhoun, Washington
County
Omaha, Douglas County
Kearney, Buffalo County
Alliance, Box Butte County
Beatrice, Gage County

Case study theme
How life used to be
How life used to be

Grand Island, Hall County

How life used to be

York, York County
Genoa, Nance County

How life used to be
Indigenous people are still
here
Indigenous people are still
here
Natural and human history
are one
Natural and human history
are one
Natural and human history
are one

Bancroft, Cuming County
Harrison, Sioux County
Gering, Scotts Bluff County
Nebraska City, Otoe County

How life used to be
How life used to be
How life used to be
How life used to be

Table 5.1. List of museums chosen for further analysis and their locations.

For starting questions in content analysis, I turned my analysis to the digital presentation
of these museums and their exhibits. In their thematic coverage of historical topics, I looked for
historically marginalized groups within exhibit spaces. One must question whether other people
of color are represented in Western history, or if only white people are present. Furthermore, a
continual issue in museums narratives of the past is the role of indigenous people; are they
included within the narrative of the American West, or not? Are they presented as vicious
attackers, or as displaced disenfranchised people? Do they disappear as soon as settlers arrive, or
are they present throughout American history? Similarly, are women represented within the
narrative as active citizens, or are they only portrayed as sunbonnetted helpers and bad women
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per Jensen and Miller? Lastly, as explored earlier in this chapter, what identified myths of
American and Western history are present within exhibits?
From this online exploration of exhibit and digital content, I took notes on everything
from historical content to the conditions under which the museum was formed in the first place.
In situations where online exhibit information was not available through a museum’s main
website, I turned to third-party content like YouTube travel and tourist videos or Google Maps
images. For example, the Fort Cody Trading Post has a surprising amount of YouTube videos
recording the site’s interior and exterior.
Geographically, using the same “west”/ “east” divide along Route 183, six museums
reside in the western half of the state (37.5 percent), and ten are in the east (62.5 percent), as seen
in Figure 5.3. This distribution is slightly different from Chapter Two’s analysis of schoolhouse
museums, with 26 percent (ten museums) in the western half of the state and 74 percent (twentyeight museums) in the east, but mirrors population patterns nonetheless. Some of these museums
are even located quite near each other; Fort Cody Trading Post and Buffalo Bill Ranch are both
located in North Platte, and coincidentally cover similar historical information. While these
examples were chosen to represent outliers in the data, there are shared themes amongst them.
Thematically, these museums were separated into four groups to explain their general message to
visitors: “How life used to be,” “Indigenous people are still here,” “Natural and human history
are one,” and “the Wild West.”
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Figure 5.3. Locations of Nebraska museum outliers. Visualized by the author.

“How life used to be”
To start, museums showing “how life used to be” focus on the early settlement history of
their area or the state as a whole. For increased visual differentiation, this group is split into
“general focus” and “specific focus” museums, highlighting those with a special additional
theme besides historical living. Seven out of sixteen museums fall within this category, all save
for one located in the eastern half of the state, as the majority of museums in Nebraska cover
local historical topics (eighty-six out of one hundred and eighty-six on the original list). Their
coverage in topics range from the original European pioneers to Nebraska, the development of
agricultural technologies, images or even constructed buildings representing typical country life,
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and what one takes for granted in the modern digital age. Four of these museums utilize living
history demonstrations in communicating their message, particularly in teaching the younger
suburban and urban generations about the struggles of the past. This being said, these museums
primarily present a white European perspective of the past, most minimizing the role of BIPOC
on this land or unintentionally falling into old-fashioned representations about them.

Antelope County Museum: Neligh, Antelope County
Antelope County Museum in Neligh has four buildings on its grounds, including a
reproduction log cabin, the District #70 schoolhouse, and episcopal church . When describing the
schoolhouse exhibit, the first sentence on the web page is “Experience a rural school that focuses
on education during the 1940s through 1980s,” in line with the site’s category of “how life used
to be” (Antelope County Historical Society n.d.). Visitors can “expect to step back in time” to
the turn of the century, as the schoolhouse has been renovated to look as it did originally with
period materials. A great deal of effort has been put into this site with the goal of connecting
community and history for a better appreciation of the past and one’s ancestors (Antelope
County Historical Society n.d.). In fact, the museum has digitized their photo archives and
organized each collection by county community. These photos primarily cover images of local
life, people, and historic buildings from the late nineteenth century to the 1950s.

Washington County Museum: Fort Calhoun, Washington County.
Washington County Museum presents a relatively thorough account of Nebraskan and
Great Plains history but has issues with its presentation of indigenous peoples. This museum has
a virtual tour option, which allows digital viewers to look through every exhibit, read interpretive
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text, and even watch some additional media content for context. The first room that viewers are
dropped in is the Edith Neale Gallery of Early History, and includes artifacts from indigenous
people in the area, prehistoric fossils, the first council meeting between Lewis and Clark and the
Otoe and Missouria, and artifacts from Fort Atkinson. While this room attempts to describe the
history of indigenous peoples to this region, it unfortunately falls back on problematic
anthropological assumptions about them; indigenous artifacts are in the case which is also
labeled “prehistoric,” and is located next to a children’s sandbox archaeology activity, with all
the cracked and dusty bison skulls, thus giving the message that “these people are a figment of
the past.”
The Early History room is next to the Bank Gallery, which has a collection of firearms, a
bank teller desk, and an old bank vault. The wall of firearms has a brief paragraph detailing their
use by immigrants, including the phrase “to liberate or to enslave,” which is not further
explained in the context of Nebraska or Washington County. The Bank Gallery continues into
the Pioneer History Gallery, which gives a general history of the county’s advancement from
pioneer to modern times. Immigration to the plains is mentioned on a single wall, only detailing
Danish, German, and Irish immigration during the mid-1800s. Indigenous people are last
mentioned on the walls titled “Surveying the Land,” about how Europeans pressured them into
ceding land, and “Early Pioneers,” with the brief story of Dr. Susan LaFleche Picotte. Aside
from Dr. LaFleche Picotte and Grace Ballard, the first female attorney in Nebraska elected to
county office, women are primarily mentioned as wives and mothers.
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Mormon Trail Center at Winter Quarters – Omaha, Douglas County
The Mormon Trail Center at Winter Quarters in Omaha features the mid-nineteenth
century story of Mormon’s’ westward migration to the Salt Lake Valley. Winter Quarters was a
temporary Latter-Day Saint settlement on the Mormon Trail and was one of many along the
Missouri River in Nebraska and Iowa (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints n.d.).
Exhibits at the trail center include "Into the Wilderness, 1846," "Routes through California,
1846–1848," "Route to the Great Salt Lake, 1847," "The Trail in the 1850s." and "From Wagon
Roads to Railroads," ending in the 1860s with locomotives and ocean liners. The struggles of
Mormons journeying west to escape persecution is the museum’s prime focus. Secondary foci
include the knowledge and innovations created during the journey, international proselytization,
and the progression of transportation technology during the nineteenth century.
At the Mormon Trail Center at Winter Quarters there is a notable lack of mention about
indigenous people or other people of color, which is interesting considering their traditional
presentation in the Book of Mormon; in the original history of Mormonism, the two peoples, the
dissentious Lamanites were cursed with “skin of blackness” in punishment for their wickedness,
while the righteous Nephites remained “white...fair and delightsome” (2 Nephi 5:21). The
Lamanites were widely considered to be the ancestors of indigenous Americans and, thus, the
Church’s first major target for proselytization in the West (The Church of Jesus Christ of LatterDay Saints n.d.). While this wording in the Book of Mormon has been changed in the recent
century, the Church has a complicated racist history with indigenous Americans that is
disappointingly not explored in this museum.
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Trails & Rails Museum – Kearney, Buffalo County
Trails & Rails Museum, which is managed by the Buffalo County Historical Society, is a
museum complex which has preserved certain historic buildings related to the county’s
settlement and transportation history. The Museum’s grounds include the Shelton Train Depot,
the Loup River Freighters Hotel, and a 1903 steam locomotive and caboose as parts of their
railroad history (Buffalo County Historical Society n.d.). It also has District #1 Schoolhouse, the
Egger’s Cabin and Boyd house, and a blacksmith shop and livery barn as examples of “early”
Nebraska living. The buildings are arranged along a square like a small town and coupled with
living history reenactors, the experience is to be interactive and immersive. Interestingly, this
museum largely differs from other museums in that it barely presents agricultural history as a
part of its narrative, focusing on “trails and rails” instead.

Figure 5.4. Screenshot of Week Five page in Trails & Rails Museum’s digital learning series.
Source: Buffalo County Historical Society, 2022, https://www.bchs.us/copy-of-week-2.
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The historical society also developed a digital learning series in response to the
pandemic, starting with Indigenous history and ending with World War II. While lesson plans
like “Everyday Life as a Pioneer” and “Arts and Culture” (seen in Figure 5.4) are well written
and expounded upon, the first week’s lesson on indigenous people relies on external links to
teach its history (seen in Figure 5.5). Coupled with the museum ground’s lack of Indigenous
history (other than a short mention of the Indian Wars), this points to a continuing focus on
European American history and issues. When museums create educational tools for teachers, it is
important that each of the lesson plans is equally researched and written out, lest they perpetuate
ideas that Indigenous history is less important than European history.

Figure 5.5. Screenshot of Week One in Trails & Rails digital learning series. This is the entirety of
unique text on this page. Source: Buffalo County Historical Society, 2022, https://www.bchs.us/week1.
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Dobby’s Frontier Town – Alliance, Box Butte County
Dobby's Frontier Town is a museum complex and project started by Kenneth “Dobby”
Lee to conserve “a vanishing piece of history before it was lost” (Dobby’s Frontier Town 2021).
The Town features nineteen buildings to represent “what life was like in the early years of
[Alliance, Nebraska] .... small and close knit.” While there are few images shared on the website,
each of the explanatory pages for buildings is descriptive and informational, some including
numerous paragraphs about life out west. For example, the Medical Building in Town is set up
how a barber and a dentist would have shared the space, with a separate room in the back for the
doctor (Dobby’s Frontier Town 2021). There have been many images posted to the museum’s
Google reviews, showing a brightly painted assortment of buildings like a Texaco gas station and
the Lonesome Duck Saloon.
Despite their preservation efforts, the town only presents a European past where women
were only present in “entertainment” spaces like the Bordello. “It and the ladies who worked
there played an important part in the life of many a lonely cowboy, traveling salesman or a single
man,” the text on the Lonesome Duck Saloon & Bordello reads, implying that women would
often work just long enough to meet the “right man” and maintain her reputation (Dobby’s
Frontier Town 2021). While it is occasionally true that women were scarce in some locations of
the frontier in early days, here again the presentation project inaccurate stereotypes, relegating
females to the sidelines of history as prostitutes and wives and falling into stereotypes like “bad
women.” It is important to note that one of the unexplained “businesses” in the Town is called
“Josiephine’s Photo Studio.” It is apparent how passionate Dobby was about this project and the
value that the Town has in the community today, but the Town’s representations perpetuate the
ideas of masculine anxiety and the separation of masculinity and femininity on the frontier.
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Homestead National Historical Park – Beatrice, Gage County
Homestead National Historical Park near Beatrice tells the story of homesteading and
agriculture in America, with multiple indoor exhibit buildings and three miles of outdoor trails.
To provide a more immersive digital experience, online visitors can interact with 360° photos of
nearly every explorable area at the park, from the Palmer-Epard Cabin to certain historic areas on
the trails (National Park Service n.d.). The history of the pioneers is just as important as the
physical landscape of the site, as the juxtaposition of wide-open prairie to Freeman School is a
part of the site’s interpretation and historic value. Given the funding of the National Park Service
(“NPS”), all digital information is very comprehensive and well researched; the page “Visitor
Destinations'' even links to other notable homesteads around the country like the black
communities of Nicodemus, Kansas, and Dearfield, Colorado. The NPS provides curriculums for
individual classrooms, distance learning programs, traveling trunks and field trips, covering a
variety of topics from how indigenous processing of bison, school life, and tallgrass prairie
pollinators. Given the relationship between the Homestead Act and the dispossession of native
land, NPS has also dedicated exhibit space, educational development, and scheduled events to
the story of indigenous people in America.

Stuhr Museum of the Prairie Pioneer – Grand Island, Hall County
Stuhr Museum of the Prairie Pioneer in Grand Island is an operational living history
museum set to resemble the 1890s. Its grounds include the main Stuhr building, which houses
historical exhibits and art; the train display of decommissioned cars and engines; the Pawnee
Earth Lodge; 1890s farmstead; and bustling railroad town of various businesses (Stuhr Museum
of the Prairie Pioneer n.d.). The railroad town is staffed with historical reenactors, and has a
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weekly schedule of daily tasks, in addition to special events and groups rolling through, like a
“hobo camp” propping up outside town.
Stuhr dedicates much of its educational development to in-person or virtual Heritage
Activities for Today’s Students (HATS) classes, which have been written according to Nebraska
State Standards for each grade. Some of the lesson topics include the Overland Trails, Great
Plains Pawnee life, and Transportation. One of the most questionable topics is their Civil War
lesson, which involves students being recruited into either side of the conflict and learning about
army life. It is not mentioned if the motivations behind the Civil War are a part of the five-hour
class, though it is for fourth grade and older students. More positively, A valuable addition to
Stuhr’s educational offerings is the Great Plains Pawnee class, which focuses on life before
white contact, and the subsequent impact of white imperialism on the Pawnee’s traditional
territory and Great Plains bison. Ultimately, the Stuhr Museum presents a broad range of topics
that largely represent diverse stories of the past and attempts to tackle difficult histories with
students and visitors.

Wessels Living History Farm – York, York County
Wessels Living History Farm near York tells the story of American agriculture with its
living history demonstrations and well-developed digital curriculum. The site considers itself a
“living project” on a “journey” to reflect the role of farmers and agriculture in the United States
(Wessels Living History Farm n.d.). Part of their digital history project, lesson plans for five
decades of Nebraskan farming history have been written, and frequently have deeper links to
individualized accounts on farm life and issues during the period. For example, the page on
“Farming in the 1940s” gives a general run-down of the impacts of World War Two and
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agricultural technologies, and includes links to contemporary music, and interviews with six
individuals who experienced important events. Despite some of the Flash media being broken,
the QuickTime media of peoples’ interviews are still functional and present a wealth of
information from a variety of backgrounds. The interview stories on this specific page focus on
the racial tensions which emerged after Pearl Harbor, with interviewees describing the fear and
prejudices emerging in their family and community, one of the groups sharing his family’s
experience moving to the internment camps.
The site also has podcasts from former US Poet Laureate Ted Kooser reading related
poems to midwestern agricultural life. While this project primarily focuses on the progression of
agricultural life and the role of the farmer within their community, it still acts as a rich source for
local social and political issues. The progression of medical technology and outcomes, the
experience of Nebraskan Nisei, or second-generation Japanese Americans, during the war years,
the Civil Rights era, the Great Migration, and nuclear readiness are all topics covered throughout
Wessels’ lesson plans. While this site falls within the “how life used to be” category, it stands
apart from other sites in that it goes past purely an agricultural rural past; each decade is
separated into tens of subtopics, and ease of digital access allows for this project to dispel
shallow narratives of rural simplicity and societal homogeneity.
Many of these museums stick to tried-and-true narratives of “how life used to be,”
featuring a wide range of interpretation ranging from historical reenactors in aprons and calico,
creating open air museums for visitors to literally walk into the past, or simply show the
technological differences between now and 1922. This range of focus, especially given the
geographic dominance in the east, is notable, possibly pointing to the availability of a visitor
population which is seeking a more diverse set of museums and historical experiences.
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This being said, most perpetuate and preserve myths of the past in their exhibit spaces.
The myth of the Vanishing Indian is present in every museum which presents indigenous history
as prehistoric or alongside fossils, like in Washington County Museum, the Trails & Rails
Museum, and the Mormon Trail Center and Wessels Living History Farm which specifically
exclude indigenous people from their narratives. Appeals to the myth of the melting pot are seen
in living history demonstrations that are notably homogenous and non-ethnic in nature,
presenting an “all-American” populace like at Stuhr Museum and in the open-air museum of
Dobby’s Frontier Town. Furthermore, the myth of the masculine west, which was at odds with
femininity and feminine people, is seen in every museum which excludes women from its
narrative outside of being wives, mothers, or prostitutes. Homestead National Historical Park
arguably does the best job of dispelling historical myths and narratives, but it would be
ridiculous if an organization with the resources and budget of a large government agency did not
have such developed curriculums and diverse research materials. Of course, many of these sites
are extremely valuable representations of history and education in their own right, but it must be
noted how each generations’ socialization and education affects subsequent generations of
learners.

“Indigenous people are still here”
Genoa Indian Industrial School – Genoa, Nance County
For the two museums in this list which focus on indigenous people in their narrative
“indigenous people are still here,” their presence alone subverts the myth of the vanishing Indian,
though to differing degrees and strengths. First, Genoa Indian Industrial School Museum, housed
in the original Manual Training building, was the site of legislated cultural genocide at the hands
of the federal government. It has been preserved by the Genoa US Indian School Foundation to
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preserve the history and heritage of the school, as well as the cultures that it and other residential
schools attempted to quash via cultural genocide (Genoa US Indian School Foundation, Inc n.d.).
Thousands of Indigenous children from over forty tribal nations were forced to speak English
and desert their tribal cultures in order to assimilate into European society or be severely beaten
and punished in retribution (Wade 2021). The Foundation has multiple websites, including an
out-of-date Megavision website, a current WordPress site, and a regularly updated Facebook
page, through the Facebook links back to the old website. There are few images of the museum’s
inside aside from a diorama of the complete grounds, the main hall of tribal flags, and materials
taken from students upon their arrival, but it is apparent that the museum is actively working
against traditional museum narratives like placing Indigenous history next to natural history
before Europeans’ arrival and the concept of the Melting Pot.

John G. Neihardt State Historic Site – Bancroft, Cuming County
John G. Neihardt State Historic Site in Bancroft commemorates the life and work of
Nebraska’s poet laureate John G. Neihardt, in addition to the Indigenous people with whom he
worked. Because Neihardt is most well-known for his writings on the Lakota people and the holy
man Black Elk, much of the imagery and design of the museum is inspired by Lakota folklore
and Black Elk’s visions, seen in Figure 5.6. The visitor center also includes a temporary exhibit
on Dr. Sussan LaFlesche Picotte, the first Indigenous woman to earn a medical degree , seen in
Figure 5.7. The site has uploaded virtual tours of both the museum and preserved historical
writing study; the creators have gone through the trouble of making sure real-life exhibit text is
legible online, and that each wall exhibit has additional virtual commentary on the materials.
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Figure 5.6. Screenshot of John G. Neihardt main interpretive space from museum virtual tour. At the
center is a cycad root, which symbolizes the sacred tree at the center of the Sacred Hoop, which
represents the universe. Source: The Neihardt Center,
https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=wJ4PFNpZY9s.

Figure 5.7. Screenshot of John G. Neihardt temporary exhibit space, showing the wall of Dr. Susan
LaFlesche Picotte’s life history. Note the difference in interpretive design from John G. Neihardt’s
interpretive space. Source: The Neihardt Center, https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=wJ4PFNpZY9s.
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Neihardt has been criticized for mistranslating Black Elk’s words and incorporating his
own personal and cultural biases to make the stories more palatable for non-native readers (State
Historical Society of Missouri n.d.). It is odd that a museum commemorating a white man’s life
appropriates Lakota imagery of the sacred hoop to tell his story, when the exhibit showcasing
Omaha people and the LaFlesche family is not given as holy significance, shown in figure
Eleven and Twelve respectively. Black Elk himself is given a very small part of Neihardt’s
exhibit space, which is very interesting considering that Black Elk Speaks is Neihardt’s most
famous work.
While this museum stands apart from others in its presentation of native culture and
imagery, native people are not so much a part of the narrative but are instead tools to push
forward Neihardt’s legacy. As such, though it features the importance of Omaha and Lakota
people within the narrative of the museum, especially as people existing within Neihardt’s
contemporary society, it falls short on continuing their legacy past Neihardt’s death and setting
aside a dedicated space about the Lakota people, where Genoa Indian Industrial School succeeds.
These two museums are only a few counties away from one another, both in the eastern half of
the state. While there are differences in their ultimate narrative, both are successful in bringing
indigenous cultures and stories to the forefront of their interpretation, thus undermining myths
about native people and their history that other historical institutions actively or accidentally
preserve.

“Natural and human history are one”
Three historical sites feature the natural history of Nebraska and the plains within their
narrative of the past (“Natural and human history are one”). As described earlier, there are
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inherent issues with natural history displays incorporating indigenous materials into their
narrative of the past. Despite this, all three museums explore native history alongside natural
history in ways which humanize the people who originally lived on the Great Plains, though to
varying degrees of success. When considering the role of historical institutions in presenting
indigenous people in their narratives of the past, the care and concern over proper native
representation and the placement of their cultural artifacts in exhibits can be indicative of both
the museum and surrounding communities’ opinion of native issues. To reiterate an earlier point,
an ignorant presentation of indigenous materials next to dinosaur bones is not necessarily a sign
of a racist museum, but possibly an underfunded or understaffed institution. Therefore, it is
important to note this presentation to understand the geography of such stereotypical myths, and
subsequently museum access to updated standards of commemoration.

Agate Fossil Beds National Monument – Harrison, Sioux County
Agate Fossil Beds National Monument in Harrison is a protected area which preserves
both fossils and an amazing natural landscape, but also the James H. Cook Collection of Lakota
Artifacts, gifts which represent a well-documented friendship between Chief Red Cloud of the
Lakota and the Cook family starting in 1874 (NPS 2021). While the grounds primarily focus on
the fossil history of the land, the Cook collection, Bone Cabin, and summer tipi display feature
the rich human history of the land. With the current visitor center, there are two main rooms, one
which explains the history of the ranch and the Oglala people, and the other which displays the
most important gifts under climate control. Though the name of this site is “Agate Fossil Beds,”
and presumably most visitors come to this site for paleontological exhibits, the museum’s
preservation of the Cook collection allows the stories of friendship to be shared with new
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generations. Frequently, museums only feature friendships between Native people and
Europeans at initial contact, so such stories created at a contentious time in American history
must be preserved and shared. Alongside its natural history, Agate Fossil Beds places human
connection and kindness within the natural landscape successfully, but given its stewardship by
the National Park Service, this care and attention to detail is a basic expectation.

Legacy of the Plains Museum – Gering, Scotts Bluff County
Legacy of the Plains Museum considers itself a “dedicated caretaker of our ancestral
legacy,” and links every inhabitant of this landscape in its narrative about the agriculture,
technology, diversity, history, and knowledge of the Plains (Legacy of the Plains n.d.). Its main
hall has seven zones of exhibits from "Prairie Pathways'' and modes of transportation through
history to "Eve of the Artist" showcasing local artists through the generations. Using interactive
technologies and multimedia displays, the museum seeks to tell “overlooked chapters in western
Nebraska’s history,” integrating Lakota history alongside Greek immigration to the Plains, and
displaying indigenous beadwork next to agricultural folk art. By providing such a broader
perspective, this museum is able to achieve a greater degree of historical synthesis that can give
visitors a better understanding of the past.

Lewis and Clark Visitor Center – Nebraska City, Otoe County
The Lewis and Clark Visitor Center in Nebraska City sits on the historic Lewis and Clark
National Trail and focuses on the adventurers’ observation and discovery of local flora and fauna
(Lewis & Clark Visitor Center n.d.). The exhibits are “Animals, Boats, Birds, Earth Lodge, Fish,
Medicine, Plants, Theatre,” and aim to give visitors a sense of what Lewis and Clark would have
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seen on this land in the early 1800s. Indigenous people are a part of the discovery space in “Earth
Lodge,” “Fish,” and “Medicine,” and through the themes of observation and discovery, visitors
are to compare and contrast their experiences with the information given; the “Medicine” exhibit
specifically “Compare [Lewis’s medicine chest] to the more successful treatments, used by the
friendly Native Americans, concocted from local plants and animals,” which firmly places native
people as knowledgeable stewards of this land (rather than people who got in the way and
eventually died out). The “Fish” exhibit, which was designed by indigenous high school
students, explains the methods used by indigenous people to catch them. While this natural
history museum has Native Americans next to a display on birds and animals, the exhibit space
communicates that their history and knowledge of the land are just as important as Lewis and
Clark’s observations (if not better). Thus, this museum subverts the stereotypical placement of
natives next to fossils in natural history spaces.

“The Wild West”
Lastly, three museums focus on the “Wild West” and those we associate with its image in
American history, sensationalized or not. Two primarily feature the history and image of Buffalo
Bill Cody, as well as his traveling Wild West Show, while one takes a broader look at the fur
trade as a part of western and global trade lines and early frontier settlement. All three are in the
western half of the state, two located just over five miles from one another in North Platte. As
explored earlier in this chapter, Cody’s Wild West show is a foundational part of the American
myth of the Wild West, particularly displaying and romanticizing the conflicts between
indigenous people and whites on the frontier, as well as assuaging post-Civil War white
masculine anxieties.
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Fort Cody Trading Post – North Platte, Lincoln County
Fort Cody Trading Post is an interesting landmark along I-80 in North Platte. As
information was limited on the main museum website, I used Karin Willison’s YouTube video
from her channel “FreeWheelin” to see the inside and outside of the site (FreeWheelin 2015).
The Trading Post has an Old West Exhibit and a handmade display of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West
in miniature. It also used to host the Whitecalf family from Pine Ridge Reservation, who
performed various dances during the summers. The Whitecalf family are only described as
Native American in the explanatory text of the website, though an image to the side of the
paragraph has Mr. Whitecalf holding a drum with the text “Oglala Sioux Indian Dancers'' (Fort
Cody n.d.).
The Old West Exhibit has various artifacts and antiques from the manager’s personal
collection, including a two-headed cow, a “medicine-man” fortune telling automaton, and
vintage leather saddles. The display of miniatures, which were hand-carved and took twelve
years to complete, are mechanized and have recorded narration, telling the stories of Buffalo
Bill’s Wild West Show, as well as the story of Fort Cody Trading Post. All these featured items
and exhibits are set to the side of a large gift shop, which sells various collectibles from fine
stone jewelry to raccoon tail hats. Being half museum and half gift shop, this site is a kitschy
Americana tourist trap, down to the dummy soldier hanging off a front parapet with an arrow in
his behind, but definitely attracts patrons, as the managing family has had similar sites open from
1950 to today.
In its presentation of the Wild West, focus on Buffalo Bill, and dedication to attracting
tourists, much of Fort Cody specifically presents native people as a side-show in representation
of American racial anxiety, in addition to a sell-able commodity for any tourist to acquire. As
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seen in Willison’s video, one of the mechanized miniature displays shows Fort Cody of the
1950s, then known as the Sioux Trading post; figurines of native people dance in the scene next
to two large signs which say, “FREE INDIAN VILLAGE” and “SEE REAL INDIANS” while
figurines of white people watch on in amusement or play with fake native materials, as seen in
Figure 5.8 (2015, 1:40). The figure of Buffalo Bill is immortalized multiple times throughout
the site, with a mannequin, painted wood cutouts, painted murals, and a miniature doll. Buffalo
Bill is a huge deal in North Platte, as it was the headquarters for his Wild West show and the site
of his rest ranch.

Figure 5.8. Screenshot from YouTube video “Fort Cody Trading Post - North Platte, Nebraska” on Fort
Cody site. Source: FreeWheelin [Karin Willison], 2:15,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=evPmeMUD-S0.

Buffalo Bill Ranch State Historical Park – North Platte, Lincoln County
Buffalo Bill Ranch State Historical Park, also known as Scout’s Rest Ranch, was the
home of William F. Cody from 1886 to 1913 (Outdoor Nebraska n.d.). The grounds include
Cody’s Second Empire-style mansion, a large horse barn, a bison enclosure, and historic pastures
which have been converted to camping, trail, and picnicking use. The house is set up with turn-
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of-the century furnishings, in addition to items of Cody’s, and the barn is filled with memorabilia
from the Wild West Show like saddles and a covered wagon.
This site stands out for its theming and content, as one of two sites in the state which
specifically focus on William F. Cody, but also, the lacking interpretation of Cody’s legacy past
his financial and material success. Cody got rich off his frontier epochs which capitalized on the
racial and masculine anxiety of America. While his show may have gainfully employed
indigenous people and women at a time where such opportunities simply were not available, they
have resulted in the simplification, commodification, and exploitation of their images and
culture. As such, at Scout’s Rest Ranch, we see Cody’s memorabilia, old posters, and the finery
he gathered, but the Oglala Lakota who primarily staffed his show are only present in a few
pictures and featured regalia. The Ranch is run and maintained by the Nebraska Game and Parks
commission, so compared to other governmentally run museums and historical sites in the state,
the resulting product is quite disappointing.

Museum of the Fur Trade – Chadron, Dawes County
Museum of the Fur Trade in Chadron emerged from one man’s passion for the history of
the West and seeks to preserve the history of the North American Fur Trade through its
repository of over six thousand artifacts (Museum of the Fur Trade n.d.). Its exhibits, which each
have videos of the museum historian providing context of the collection available online, are
Clothing and Textiles, Firearms, Gun Accessories and Hand Weapons, Ornaments and Art
Supplies, Provisions, and Tools and Utensils. Different from the other museums which solely
focus on Buffalo Bill’s construction of the Wild West, this museum operates over a larger time
period (approximately 500 years) and places the West within a global system of trade in order to
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understand the legacy of the fur trade. It does not entirely fall into the category of “Wild West,”
but is included in this category because it expands the idea of European and indigenous
interactions along the frontier line, especially in Spanish and unorganized territories in the early
settlement period of the Old West, as well as the purpose of trading posts and connection across
wide open spaces. This museum centers indigenous people within its history of how the fur trade
impacted everyday life, which is very different from other museums about the West which focus
on pioneers and cowboys as markers for change.
Three examples of museums presenting narratives focusing on the Wild West is a limited
sample set, but each show three different interpretations of the story of white frontier settlement
and conflict. At Fort Cody, one sees a glorification of Buffalo Bill and objectification and
commodification of indigenous people, followed by a house full of knick-knacks memorializing
that same man at Scout’s Rest Ranch. In contrast, Museum of the Fur Trade shares a more
nuanced global relationship between colonizers and native people, who are active participants in
the history of the West. In total, sixteen is a small data set, but still presents trends in narrative, in
addition to representing a notable group of museums around the state.

Conclusion
To summarize, museums presenting a retrospective narrative looking at “how life used to
be” often have a Euro-centric community-based narrative, primarily considering the difficulties
and successes of white communities settling on the Plains. However, many of the museums in
this group are well funded and/or in large communities; Homestead National Historical Park, for
example, is nationally renowned, and located only forty-seven minutes away from the capital.
With both museums representing “Indigenous people are still here,” the presence of indigenous
cultures and people are present and dominant within exhibit design and storytelling, though to
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varying degrees and purposes. In “Natural and human history are one,” as the name dictates,
museums’ narratives are more holistic than not, intermingling stories about the natural
environment with human geography and history. Lastly, museums presenting a “Wild West”
narrative can present an entirely romanticized narrative or not depending upon key figures in
their interpretation, this case being Buffalo Bill.
In terms of spatial trends, while in-depth analysis cannot be made from sixteen sites, nine
out of sixteen are in communities with populations smaller than ten thousand people, and five of
those have populations less than five thousand people. Despite being in small communities, these
museums are still able to update their exhibit halls and expand their narratives to provide more
nuanced arguments about the past. While many museums in Nebraska do struggle with updating
their exhibit halls due to financial or social constraints, the museums featured in this case study
appear to be swimming against the current.
Of course, as someone who is unable to tour these spaces, there is the chance that sites’
digital presence is different from their physical presence. Some museums’ websites were notably
not up to date, such as the special exhibits page on Legacy of the Plains’ site showing “current”
exhibits in late 2019, or simply undatable, like Fort Cody’s site. In addition, some sites simply
did not have any useful exhibit information. As explained earlier, some cases required the review
of third-party media and images like YouTube and Google Maps photos. It is a reasonable
assumption to believe that most new visitors will first visit a museum’s social media before
driving out, especially those new to an area, and a motivated visitor may very well utilize travel
videos on YouTube to plan out their next vacation.
So how do Nebraskan museums present the history of the West? In the eastern part of the
state, museums use a wide array of interpretive techniques to present a general narrative of “how
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life used to be,” and in the western half, there are museums focusing on either the romanticized
image of the Wild West and pioneers, or a progressive narrative of how dynamic the landscape
and its inhabitants have been. Pioneers, working the frontier, and encounters with indigenous
people form the majority of museum representations, pointing to the continuing idea that the
West is no longer a place but a concept of the land; similar to Turner’s thesis, the West is
represented by the farthest part of American society and settlers who shape the land, and once
that land is “civilized” and the frontier line is pushed further, that land is no longer “the West.”
Through these differing narratives, museums have largely created landscapes
commemorating the pioneers and their trails, the first frontiersmen, and the agricultural skills of
the white settlers, which subsequently form the lenses through which most people interpret
Nebraska’s landscape and past. For those whose family was forcibly enrolled at Genoa Indian
Industrial School, their interpretation of the land would obviously differ from those whose family
came from out east to homestead around Beatrice. While Nebraska’s current tourism slogan is
“honestly, it’s not for everyone,” it is apparent that “where the West begins” still rings true based
on the interpretation and repositories of its museums, not to forget its citizens. To them, while
the West is obviously some sort of place that resides somewhere in Nebraska, conceptually, it is
a socialized identity or mood that is part of the populace. The West is a way of life dominated by
hard work with one’s hands, raw rugged landscapes, or a defined family lineage of self-sufficient
and industrious people. The new slogan still speaks to this sentiment, being both self-effacing
and gratifying; yes, this land is not for everybody, but our great-grandparents, grandparents,
parents, and we have made it our own.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION
Museums are a space of great social meaning. Someone chose to feature an image of a
woman churning butter within their interpretation of the frontier, and through my socialization
and knowledge of symbols, I interpret that image as a homesteader. By existing in a society, we
all learn these images of the past through our education and consumption of media, though these
representations may be constructed within foundational myths of the American identity. These
myths emerged as ways to simplify and signal events of our past and are often used to justify
European-American and masculine dominance in our country. Thus, that same image of a
woman churning butter, can be reinterpreted as an image of female subservience, representing
the “sunbonnetted helper” on the plains. Interpretations of the past are inherently political;
whoever controls the interpretation of the past also controls the education and socialization of
laypeople.
This chapter will conclude this thesis by summarizing key findings of body chapters and
answering the leading research questions driving this work.

Research Questions and Answers
The leading questions of this research concerned the role of landscapes of
commemoration in Nebraska— how they extend across the state and represent historical
information. The specific research questions follow.
●

Do landscapes of commemoration in Nebraska act as conduits of Western history? Are
they largely romanticized or not?
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●

How do types of landscapes of commemoration extend across the state? Are there any
outliers which stand out on their own?

●

How do critical perspectives on geography and history consider the construction of
history and memory on the landscape?
○ Using critical perspectives, can we identify the spatiality of museums presenting
historical myths in their narratives?
○ Using critical perspectives, Spatiality of myth and fact? what is the relationship
between site and story?
Landscapes of commemoration, or places where visitors can reflect on the past, the

nation, and their relationship with both, act as conduits of presented history. This presented
history is systematically formulated through our socialization and indoctrination into certain
belief systems. Like algebra, racism is learned from respected elders and institutions. For
Western history, museums and historical sites act as conduits of commemoration for events of
the past, and further themes are gleaned from the history or materials deemed most important.
Furthermore, their exhibit collections, design, and digital representations of history both on
websites and social media further present these recreations of the past in line with their beliefs.
For example, museum professionals who value the role of Indigenous Americans on the
landscape will place them firmly within an exhibit’s narrative and explain the aggressive stance
of European colonizers. Those who do not value this history will mention it, if at all, as a
footnote within European history.
Indeed, the findings of my research reveal this is also the case in Nebraskan museums.
Many representations of Western history are romanticized, particularly the presentation of oneroom schoolhouses and their focus on “pioneer day” field trips for fourth graders. Much of that
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romanticization relates to nostalgia and our socialization from certain historical myths: the purest
form of the West is a masculine anarchical wilderness, white femininity is a force of civilization,
and that all newcomers willingly assimilate into the American Melting Pot to create a cohesive
society. Furthermore, that nostalgia also taps into media representations of the past, such as the
cowboy media boom of the mid-twentieth century, or the popular series Little House on the
Prairie. Of the museums that present living history recreations, stories of the past are frequently
one-note, white-retellings of a blissful past, avoiding contentious histories of genocide,
enslavement, and brutality on the landscape.
Many landscapes of commemoration are inherently intertwined with other landscapes; in
Nebraska, pioneer history is knit with agricultural history, as it is with the history of ethnic
groups in Nebraska. For example, Great Plains Welsh Heritage Center in Wymore is dedicated to
interpreting the history of Welsh immigrants on the Great Plains, the first homesteading families
in Nebraska, and their communities. For the local school, residents found it important that
teachers come from the local community, especially as many children only spoke Welsh; on the
Center’s grounds, the newly restored Pleasant View School helps complete this multi-themed
narrative. In their interpretive space, the Knight Museum and Sandhills Center in Alliance has
exhibits on “Life in the Sandhills, Native American Life, Life in the Country, Life in the Town,
and The Railroad,” in addition to housing city, county, and many Western Nebraska records for
genealogy research (Knight Museum n.d.). Separating topical theme groups into specific theme
categories does not necessarily help in understanding landscapes of commemoration but can give
us a better view on what histories are being shared with museum patrons and students.
Certain thematic museums are only present in the eastern half of the state near large
population centers; conflict, government, historically marginalized groups, and technology
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themed museums are not found in western Nebraska. This is not necessarily because such
histories are not important to residents, but because these topics have been lumped into more
general history museums covering community history. Legacy of the Plains Museum in
Scottsbluff, while it is categorized as a mixed-type museum, also has the Japanese Hall &
History Center on its grounds. The efforts of Museum Coordinator Jackie Sakurada Shaepler and
community volunteers to preserve the Japanese history of the High Plains have been recognized
internationally by the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (McDonald 2022). In rural areas with
depressed economies, the local area historical society may be run by elderly volunteers,
fundraised budgets, and donated artifacts, so the ensuing museum often has no general theme
other than local or mixed. Keya Paha County Historical Society in Springview, which has a
population of 227 people, documents many of their donated artifacts on their active Facebook
page, where commenters frequently note individuals they recognize in old photographs, or even
share that they donated the item.
Critical perspectives on geography and history reveal hidden stories of landscapes,
particularly those of historically marginalized groups such as African Americans, Indigenous
people, and women. For example, multiple history museums in Nebraska only briefly mention
the displacement of Indigenous People in their interpretive content, telling visitors something
along the lines of “Native Americans were here before Europeans, and when American settlers
began heading west, Natives were moved to reservations.” The result is a callous exclusion of
historical fact from the educational narrative. The Washington County Museum briefly describes
the history of the Otoe and Missouria tribes, who were the first to hold council with Lewis and
Clark on their expedition. A single paragraph details their plight after white expansion west: “in
1855, about 900 Otoe and Missouria people moved onto their new reservation. Life was hard on
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the Big Blue Reservation due to starvation and disease, and the mortality rate soared”
(Washington County Museum n.d.). Later in the museum, another exhibit mentions how the US
government pressured local tribes to cede their land, but still uses passive phrases like “tribes
were moved out of their homelands,” to describe the violent process of displacement.
Many of the myths that are pushed by historical narratives in museums are a part of
mainstream socialization in America, learned through traditional education systems or part of
one’s upbringing. Thus, these myths of the West are found on either end of the state, from sea to
shining sea, as they are a part of foundational myths to the white American identity. Dobby’s
Frontier Town in Alliance, which is on the opposite end of the state compared to Washington
County, reproduces what life may have looked like in the early years of settlement. The complex
paints the image of an “all-American” town based on masculine energy, placing women solely
within “entertainment” spaces at the local Bordello as “helpers” to lonely cowboys, and
completely excluding any people of color from the narrative. Fort Cody Trading Post has built
their business on romanticization of the Wild West and the commodification of Indigenous
people, with mechanized art displays sharing past iterations of the site with signs like “SEE
REAL INDIANS.” By creating images of the past which support ideas of white supremacy and
hegemonic masculinity, museums and historical society continue this type of socialization.
Frequently in historically marginalized communities, stories of the past have been
systematically excluded from representation in museums, or preservation of artifacts and
buildings. For example, the National Register of Places requires a nominated property be
historically relevant to an event, person, architectural type, or future research. Due to systematic
devaluation and even destruction of properties and neighborhoods associated with historically
marginalized populations, there is a gaping hole in the Register representing these communities.
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Because of institutional issues like this, these stories are carried “within bodies,” with individuals
preserving and caring for sites or objects on their own without institutional support or
remembering and conveying stories through passed down oral histories. The Great Plains Black
History Museum started through the activist work of Bertha Calloway and the Negro Historical
Society in Omaha, who began collecting artifacts, stories, and art detailing African American
history and culture in the 1960s. Before being moved in 2017 to their current location in the
Jewell building, the Museum was originally in the former Western Telephone Exchange
Building, which was condemned by the city of Omaha in 2004. Before the closure, the founder’s
son Jim Calloway was funding renovations and artifact storage with his own money, prompting
community forums on supporting the community museum (Biga 2011).
Sites and objects related to white, Christian, and male history have disproportionately
been preserved and represented in museums and historical institutions, so this type of grassroots
activity has not been required. With the increasing knowledge and application of heterodox
preservation theory by historical professionals, more stories and historical sites from
marginalized communities are being added into the mainstream narrative of Western history and
our understanding of local and regional landscapes. Homestead National Historical Park, with
the resources of the NPS, has organized collections of homesteading stories, providing
collections on LGBTQ homesteaders, Black homesteaders, Women Homesteaders, and Latino
Homesteaders. By including historically marginalized groups in the historical narrative on
homesteading, the meaning of homesteading to American history has been expanded past
traditional white and masculine interpretations, to a multi-faceted and diverse understanding of
who sought free land.
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Reflection on limitations
At its heart, this was a mixed methods qualitative study. Because of that, my findings are
influenced by my own biases and preconceptions as a historian, geographer, and digital
humanities scholar. What I consider an “agricultural” museum may be considered incorrect by a
different person. From what information was available online, the subjective definitions of theme
could be from a wide analysis of exhibit photos, website content, and social media posts, or the
limited information from a single city government page.
Thus, a challenge of gathering this data was access to content. As this is an exercise in
digital humanities, there should be an easily accessible spreadsheet of every single museum and
historical institution in the state. Perhaps this could be accessed through an email to Visit
Nebraska, but I instead came upon a spreadsheet created by Wikipedia users and decided to
cross-reference with primary sources and add on additional museums I came across to create a
more complete list. In addition to the limitations of what type of history was shared in these
institutions, this research does not consider every single museum in the state. One particular
disappointment that I have with the completion of this thesis is that Latino and Hispanic history
were not included in this work. El Museo Latino in Omaha is the only cultural museum on Latino
and Hispanic art in the state, but its online information was so limited that there was no
possibility of further analysis. Past this, it is absolutely possible that I missed the most important
museum in the state which coincidentally answers the same questions I began this research with,
but if finding these museums isn’t possible by a dedicated graduate student, how is an average
internet user supposed to succeed?
Initial explorations of study started during spring 2020, around the beginning of the
worldwide COVID-19 pandemic. An overhaul of research objectives and methodology was
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necessary to modify it into a digital format, for a study start of spring 2021. All research was
conducted remotely, and thus was dependent upon study museums’ availability of online content
and ability to be contacted. As was explored earlier in the thesis, when dealing with non-up-todate museums, the contact information was often incorrect, not accessible through phone or
email, or the listed individual may have been deceased. Fortuitously, the intersection between
digital accessibility and bids for connection during the pandemic resulted in a proliferance of
new online content.
Also due to the pandemic, many museums simply closed for much of the study period
and did not reopen until Summer 2021 at the earliest. Some museums are, as of May 2022, still
closed, often due to institutional issues or physical destruction due to events like the Spring 2019
floods, or delays in the supply chain for renovation materials.

Contributions to Fields
Separately, geographers, historians, and digital humanities scholars have all worked on
aspects of this topic. Geographers like Alderman, Dwyer, and Hanna have been conducting
research on both heritage tourism and commemorative landscapes over the past few decades.
Historians and museum professionals like Johnston, Field, and Tyson have been grappling with
how scholars and audiences interpret marginalized histories and particular historical figures,
particularly through educational spheres. As a newer field, digital humanities scholars like
Lopatovska and scholars on the Genoa Indian School Digital Reconciliation Project have been
exploring the impact of digital spaces on the relationship that museums and historical institutions
have with patrons, especially in empowering communities with systematically hidden
information from the past.
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This research seeks to meld all of those scholarly goals. In the humanities, we often look
for fascination in the mundane, and to many, museums are a boring institution. However, for
geographers, historians, and digital humanities scholars, museums should be considered an
enclosed area of historical and social symbolism. They can be considered a community’s
publicly displayed perception of the past; aside from its closed archives and special collections,
its featured exhibits and online presence are perfectly public representations of the socialization,
education, and values of the organization. When that organization includes a board of
community members, those values extend to the surrounding town or even region. In doing this
work, I hope to spark future conversations about the messages and symbols we take for granted
in the public sphere, those which uphold and propagate structures of white supremacy, racism,
and misogyny. Furthermore, I hope to inspire others to take a deeper look at how we can
interpret our shared past and produce a million iterations of what happened.
Finally, but significantly, this research contributes by helping to fill in a significant gap in
the literature. Most geography research on this topic is limited to the landscape of the American
South and post-WWII Europe. Little work has been done on the commemorative landscapes of
the Midwest, particularly the Great Plains, though some philosophers like Jonathan Raban have
written about its landscapes of memory and sense of history.

Recommendations for future research
For future research, there are a plethora of topics explored in this paper that warrant
future research. To start, multiple areas of Nebraska were highlighted for their diverse and/or
large population of museums, and each respective community could serve as the basis for
individual theses. Additionally, featuring one of the larger theme groups such as pioneer or localtype museums would allow deeper analysis and understanding of spatial themes. For example,
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visiting as many living history museums or demonstrations could yield a more interesting
reflection on how different Nebraskan or Plains communities interpret the past.
Such research would also allow better exploration of museums and conversation with
museum staff in person. Visiting historical sites physically can allow researchers a better
understanding of interpretive context, such as the location of explanatory signs, living history
demonstrations, and reconstructed buildings within a walking tour. Conducting a pedestrian
experience project in this regard, similar to Hanna and Hodder’s “Reading the Signs” research
would be compelling work. Another research route could delve deeper into the preservation and
recognition of properties associated with historically marginalized groups, particularly African
American and Latino communities in the state.
In closing, this work was a large-scale digital endeavor to better understand the
landscapes of commemoration and memorialization in Nebraska. At its core, it sought to better
understand the presentation of Western and frontier history throughout historical institutions, and
whether or not outliers to these narratives existed. Critical perspectives in humanities were
brought in to deconstruct these narratives and the structures within them. It was written during a
time of great social discourse and revolt over dominant structures and events in American and
global society. To you reader, I ask that you read a bit deeper, look a bit harder at the displays,
exhibits, and any representations of history you consume, and ultimately question, who wrote
this and why? I also ask you to question your own perceptions of the past; why do I think this,
and who told me?
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